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INTRODUCTION 


GLOBAL CAPITALISM POST- 
PANDEMIC 


Not far from my home in Los Angeles are about a hundred houses that have 
been boarded up for years. The houses were bought by the city in the late 
twentieth century through eminent domain to make way for an extension of 
the 710 freeway that dead ends in my El Sereno neighborhood. But 
opposition from affluent communities further east eventually killed the 
project, leaving the houses to lie vacant. Meanwhile, on any given night in 
2020, there were some 130,000 homeless people in the city, a thousand of 
whom died in the streets in the first ten months of that year. One may 
imagine that this homeless crisis was the result of a shortage of housing. 
Yet, in 2020, there was a surplus of luxury homes, so much so that 93,000 
housing units in the city lay vacant. The problem was not the lack of 
housing units but the lack of profits to be made by the corporate real estate 
developers who could not find enough high-income people to rent or 
purchase their speculative investment properties. In fact, nearly 70 percent 
of residential units in the city were owned by these corporate developers 
and investment funds, which also owned 76 percent of all empty lots, 
accounting for twenty-two square miles of vacant land.* 

As the coronavirus ripped through Los Angeles, and as many families 
who lost employment due to pandemic closures faced eviction from their 
rental units, homeless and housing rights activists stepped up their struggle 
for shelter, fearful that the virus placed those living in the streets at great 
risk. Organized into a “Reclaim and Rebuild Our Community” movement, 


twenty unhoused families who were living in cars and encampments, with 
the support of several hundred peaceful community activists, removed the 
boarding in a number of the empty state-owned houses one cold winter day 
on the eve of the 2020 Thanksgiving holiday and settled in. But the comfort 
of a roof over their head did not last long. At least fifty police patrol 
vehicles surrounded the homes on the very night before the holiday to 
violently evict the occupants, for the most part mothers and young children. 
The police used battering rams to knock down doors, hog-tying and 
dragging out anyone who resisted and arresting sixty-two people for 
trespassing and burglary.’ 

The violence and cruelty of city authorities against its most vulnerable 
residents is emblematic of what took place around the world in the face of 
the Covid-19 contagion. If humanity survives into the twenty-second 
century, historians will surely look back at the pandemic as a before-and- 
after turning point. In a period of weeks, the global economy tumbled into 
freefall, with losses estimated at over $8 trillion in just the first six months 
of the contagion. The pandemic was devastating for the world’s poor 
majority, as hundreds of millions faced unemployment, poverty, hunger, and 
death. Contrary to popular perception, the pandemic did not cause the crisis 
of global capitalism, for this was already upon us. It did, however, intensify 
this crisis many times over, further catalyzing trends and processes well 
underway prior to the outbreak. If the pandemic was a time of great 
suffering and deprivation for several billion people, it was also a golden 
opportunity for ruling classes to increase their wealth and to heighten their 
control and surveillance. It set off political and civil strife around the world, 
as governments, unable to cope with the fallout, were exposed as callous 
instruments of wealth and corruption. The health emergency will have 
already passed by the time many readers turn these pages, but the crisis of 
global capitalism will be with us into the foreseeable future. 

The pandemic is, therefore, but a staging point for a larger story. This 
book is about the world that is emerging in the wake of the plague. The 
extent of polarization of wealth and power, of deprivation and misery, 
among the world’s poor majority, already defied belief prior to the outbreak. 
In 2018, just seventeen global financial conglomerates collectively 
managed $41.1 trillion dollars, more than half the GDP of the entire planet. 
That same year, the richest 1 percent of humanity led by 36 million 


millionaires and 2,400 billionaires controlled more than half of the world’s 
wealth, while the bottom 80 percent—nearly six billion people—had to 
make do with just 5 percent of this wealth. The result is devastation for the 
majority. Worldwide, 50 percent of all people live on less than $2.50 a day 
and a full 80 percent live on less than $10 per day. One in three people on 
the planet suffers from some form of malnutrition, nearly a billion go to bed 
hungry each night, and another two billion suffer from food insecurity. 
Refugees from war, climate change, political repression, and economic 
collapse already number into the hundreds of millions. 

Such savage inequalities are explosive. They fuel mass protest by the 
oppressed and lead the ruling groups to deploy an ever more omnipresent 
global police state to contain the rebellion of the global working and 
popular classes. Global capitalism is emerging from the pandemic in a 
dangerous new phase. The contradictions of this crisis-ridden system have 
reached the breaking point, placing the world in a perilous situation that 
borders on global civil war. The stakes could not be higher. The battle for 
the post-pandemic world is now being waged. This book provides the “big 
picture” synthesis of a global capitalism mired in deep crisis, cascading 
social and political conflict, and the breakdown of the post-World War II 
international order. My hope is that this “big picture” will help readers 
contextualize the current worldwide political conjuncture as we tumble 
toward global civil war and step into an unknown future. 


THE DIGITALIZED DICTATORSHIP 


The centerpiece of the book is a novel analysis of the radical restructuring 
of transformation of global capitalism based on a much more advanced 
digitalization of the entire global economy and society and of the social and 
political struggles breaking out worldwide around this process. I have been 
researching and writing about capitalist globalization for three decades. The 
system was in the midst of this novel wave of transformation when the 
outbreak hit, turbocharging the process and rousing new waves of popular 
struggle. In my earlier works, I identified globalization as a new epoch in 
the ongoing and open-ended evolution of world capitalism, characterized by 
the rise of truly transnational capital and the integration of every country 
into a new globalized system of production, finance, and services. I have 


aspired over the years to carry out such theoretical work, because this 
transformation of world capitalism starting in the late twentieth century 
forms the backdrop to the burning political matters of our day. 

We must remember that collective agency constantly shapes and 
reshapes structures, which themselves are momentary historical 
ossifications of such agency, so that all social theory is historical and must 
keep pace with the dynamics of change. Twenty-first century capitalism is 
very different from earlier variants of the system that developed in previous 
centuries. I began to research world capitalism in the 1980s, on the heels of 
the late twentieth-century worldwide defeat and reversal of the left’s 
fortunes, of the world’s first experiments—however flawed—in socialism, 
and of the Third World national liberation struggles. In the 1990s, I sought 
explanations for the end of this cycle and for the rise of neoliberalism in the 
profound transformations of the world political economy and the global 
system. Through a series of concrete historical investigations over these 
years, my ideas developed into a theory of global capitalism, which I 
initially laid out in a 2004 study, A Theory of Global Capitalism. In 2008, 
when world capitalism lurched into its most severe recession since the 
1930s depression—what some refer to as the Great Recession—I turned my 
attention more fully to the topic of global crisis, publishing Global 
Capitalism and the Crisis of Humanity in 2014. 

As the crisis deepened in the past few years, I came to focus on the 
increasingly repressive, even totalitarian, nature of the system, captured in 
my 2020 book The Global Police State.* The study before you builds on my 
previous research and takes it in new directions. My objective was to write 
a succinct book intended as a hybrid between an academic study and an 
essay spanning three relatively short chapters and the briefest of 
conclusions that, far from exhausting the discussion, points readers to what 
is coming in the years ahead. Radical political economy is a revolutionary 
tool, but it can sometimes be daunting. While I have strived to make this 
work accessible, there are a few passages at the start of chapter one that 
must be tackled by those not familiar with some core concepts of radical 
political economy, which I attempt to walk the reader through. Otherwise, I 
hope that I have provided an eminently readable study that lays out in broad 
strokes the post-pandemic world of global capitalism we are entering, 
wracked by conflict, contradiction, suffering, and struggle. 


Chapter one, “A General Crisis of Capitalist Rule,” starts with an 
overview of the crisis of global capitalism. It is both an economic, or 
structural, crisis of stagnation and a political crisis of state legitimacy and 
capitalist hegemony. It is also existential because of the threat of ecological 
collapse, as well as the renewed threat of nuclear war, to which we must 
add the danger of future pandemics that may involve much deadlier 
microbes than coronaviruses. The pandemic lockdowns served as dry runs 
for how digitalization may allow the dominant groups to step up 
restructuring time and space and to exercise greater control over the global 
working class. The system is now pushing toward expansion through 
militarization, wars, and conflicts, through a new round of violent 
dispossession, and through further plunder of the state. Historically, 
epidemics dramatically alter the political, social, and economic landscape. 
Throughout history they have been a force for upheaval and often radical 
change in society. The black death that ravaged Europe from 1347 to 1352 
killed an estimated twenty-five to thirty million people, anywhere between 
30 and 60 percent of the entire European population. The plague severely 
reduced the labor supply for European feudalism, raised the price of labor, 
and strengthened serfs in their struggles against landlords and aristocracies. 
In this way, the aftermath of the plague threw European feudalism into a 
terminal crisis and eventually generated conditions propitious for the rise of 
capitalism. The Covid-19 pandemic is similarly altering the global 
landscape. 

Chapter two, “Digitalization and the Transformation of Global 
Capitalism,” analyzes a new round of restructuring and transformation 
based on a much more advanced digitalization of the entire global economy 
and society; on the application of so-called fourth industrial revolution 
technologies. Here I build on and branch away from other studies on 
digitalization, of which there have been many in recent years, applying my 
global capitalism theory to this process and focusing especially on changes 
in capitalist social and class relations. The changing social and economic 
conditions brought about by the pandemic and its aftermath are accelerating 
the process. These conditions have helped a new bloc of transnational 
capital, led by the giant tech companies, interwoven as it is with finance, 
pharmaceuticals, and the military-industrial complex, to amass ever greater 
power and to consolidate control over the commanding heights of the global 


economy. As restructuring proceeds, it heightens the concentration of 
capital worldwide, worsens social inequality, and aggravates international 
tensions. Enabled by digital applications, the ruling groups are tumming to 
ratcheting up the global police state to contain social upheavals. What the 
reader will find in this chapter is not a blueprint, much less an exhaustive 
account of the new wave of capitalist transformation, but an approximation, 
by which I mean an attempt to identify emerging trends and configurations 
so as to advance an outline of what we may expect as we peer into the 
future. 

Chapter three, “Whither the Global Revolt,” surveys the proliferation of 
conflicts arising from the ravages of global capitalism and explores 
alternative futures. Capitalist crises are times of intense social and class 
struggles. There has been a rapid political polarization in global society 
since 2008 between an insurgent far right and an insurgent left. The 
ongoing crisis has incited popular revolts. Workers, farmers, and poor 
people have engaged in a wave of strikes and protests around the world. 
From the Sudan to Chile, France to Thailand, South Africa to the United 
States, a “people’s spring” is breaking out everywhere. This chapter reviews 
the global revolt and then goes on to discuss some of the quandaries and 
challenges to advancing an emancipatory project. But the crisis also 
animates far-right and neofascist forces that have surged in many countries 
around the world and sought to capitalize politically on the health calamity 
and its aftermath. Neofascist movements and authoritarian and dictatorial 
regimes have proliferated around the world as democracy breaks down. 
Chapter three may be the most urgent for readers insofar as we strategize 
about how to combat the rise of neofascism, but the two chapters that 
precede it lay the indispensable groundwork for this strategizing. 

While we typically associate dictatorship with strongmen and military 
rule—and, sadly, these types of dictatorship are spreading—it is clear that 
the world’s people live under a new type of dictatorship, that of 
transnational capital. In recent decades transnational capital has 
subordinated virtually the entire world’s population to its logic and 
domination. I mean dictatorship in the literal sense of the word, such that 
transnational capital dictates as it becomes more powerful, omnipresent, 
and deadly than any other dictatorship in history. The concentration of 
economic power in the hands of transnational capital generates a 


concentration of political power that underscores the dictatorial reach of 
what I call the transnational capitalist class. 

The global civil war is about a struggle of humanity against this 
dictatorship. Simply put, the vast majority will be unable to survive for 
much longer should global capitalism continue down its current path. 
Digital transformation may enhance many times over the power of 
transnational capital to further dictate the terms of social and economic life. 
I italicize may because the intractable crisis of global capitalism generates 
social strife and political conflict and throws up resistance that may push 
back against this power. As we peer into the future, we must remind 
ourselves that it is not predetermined, that our collective action and 
contingency in historic outcomes means there are many possible futures. 
This dystopic digitalized dictatorship is only one possible future, albeit one 
that is rapidly coming into focus at this time. Thus, this book is as much a 
political warning as it is an analytical and a theoretical contribution to 
understanding contemporary global society. 


Los Angeles 
February 2021 


CHAPTER ONE 


THE CRISIS OF CAPITALIST RULE 


Covid-19 is not just a temporary crisis. [It is] a permanent disruptor. 
Historic global crises like wars, revolutions, pandemics, etc. often 
feel like they put history on fast-forward. Processes that normally 
take decades or longer to play out unfold in a couple of weeks. 
Coronavirus is the political, economic, and psychological event of 
our lifetimes that will drive disruption and transformation for years 
to come. It will bring a radical transformation of the kind that occurs 
only once in a generation. 

—Bank of America, internal report, May 2020! 


The Covid-19 virus that spread around the world in 2020 triggered an 
economic meltdown and social catastrophe unmatched since the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. Millions of people became unemployed overnight, 
went hungry, lost their homes, fell ill, and faced harsh state repression. The 
extent of the meltdown was simply staggering. More than 90 percent of the 
world’s countries fell into deep recession in 2020, compared to only 60 
percent in the 2008 Great Recession, making it a truly global crisis.’ 
“Beyond the staggering economic impacts, the pandemic will also have 
severe and long-lasting socio-economic impacts that may well weaken 
long-term growth prospects” warned the World Bank several months into 
the pandemic. There would be no quick recovery, it cautioned, given “the 
plunge in investment because of elevated uncertainty, the erosion of human 
capital from the legions of unemployed, and the potential for ruptures of 
trade and supply linkages.”* Economies did bounce back from the depths of 
the implosion, yet it was clear that economic turbulence and political 
conflict around the world would only escalate as the world emerged from 
the pandemic. 


The contagion was but the spark that ignited the combustibles of a global 
economy that never fully recovered from the 2008 financial collapse and 
had been teetering on the brink of renewed crisis ever since. The political 
agents of global capitalism in states and the corporate media were quick to 
blame the meltdown on the virus, as stock markets and international 
commerce went into free fall. The pundits had deluded themselves into 
believing that all was well, but the underlying structural causes of the 2008 
debacle, far from being resolved, had been steadily aggravated. On the eve 
of the pandemic, growth in the EU countries had already shrunk to zero, 
much of Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa was in recession, growth 
rates in Asia were steadily declining, and North America faced a slowdown. 
The writing was on the wall. With or without Covid-19, as we will see, the 
world economy has been mired in a structural crisis that is too entrenched to 
be considered a mere recession or even a depression. 

The crisis of global capitalism, however, is more than just economic, or 
structural. It is also political, one of state legitimacy, even capitalist 
hegemony. Millions, perhaps billions, of people around the world are 
questioning a system they no longer see as legitimate. Some have taken a 
renewed interest in socialism, while others are being mobilized by far-right 
demagogues into neofascist projects. Capitalist states face spiraling crises 
of legitimacy after decades of hardship and social decay wrought by 
neoliberalism, aggravated by these states’ inability to manage the health 
emergency and the economic collapse. Crises, let us recall, are times of 
intense social and class conflict. There has been a rapid political 
polarization in global society since 2008 between an insurgent far right and 
an insurgent left. The ongoing crisis has animated far-right and neofascist 
forces that have surged in many countries around the world and that sought 
to capitalize politically on the health calamity, but it has also roused popular 
struggles from below, as workers and the poor engaged in a wave of strikes 
and protests on every continent that shows no signs of letting up. Political 
systems are cracking, social orders crumbling. We have entered into a 
period of mounting chaos in the world capitalist system. 

The global revolt has been underway for some years now and is 
escalating as we move into the brave new world of post-pandemic 
capitalism. Prior to the health emergency, the system was already headed 
toward what we call an organic crisis: a general crisis of capitalist rule. The 


Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin described the symptoms of such a 
situation: 1) when there is a crisis in the prevailing system, and it is 
impossible for the ruling classes to rule in the old way; 2) when the want 
and suffering of the oppressed classes have grown more acute than usual; 3) 
when as a consequence the masses increase their historical action. Whether 
or not we are headed for a revolutionary rupture with capitalism, a 
worldwide fascist dictatorship, or a collapse of global civilization is a 
matter I will discuss in chapter three. Here we can note that the health 
emergency, above all, served to bring into stark relief the profundity of this 
crisis and the extent of malaise in the global social order. The worst of the 
contagion eventually passed, but not before taking a heavy toll. But the 
crisis of global capitalism is here to stay and has become considerably more 
acute in the wake of the pandemic. Before I launch into a discussion of the 
pandemic itself we must make a brief analytical and theoretical incursion 
into the nature of capitalist crises. Let us start with the economic dimension. 


OVERACCUMULATION AND CHRONIC 
STAGNATION 


Despite claims to the contrary by neoclassical economists, crisis is endemic 
to capitalism, and instability rather than equilibrium is the natural state of 
the system. The history of capitalism is one of periodic crises of two types. 
One is cyclical, sometimes called the business cycle, and shows up as 
recessions. They typically occur about every ten years. There were 
recessions in the early 1980s, the early 1990s, and the early 2000s. The 
other is more serious, a structural crisis, or what I call a restructuring crisis, 
because its resolution requires a major restructuring of the system. Cyclical 
crises may affect only certain countries or regions, whereas structural crises 
generally affect the entire world economy. In the course of the twentieth 
century the system experienced two restructuring crises, the Great 
Depression of the 1930s and the crisis of stagnation and inflation (known as 
“stagflation”) of the 1970s. Both these crises had their origin in what 
political economists call overaccumulation. This refers to a situation in 
which enormous amounts of capital (profits) are built up, but this capital 
cannot find productive outlets for reinvestment. This capital then becomes 


stagnant, as capitalists hold on to their accumulated profits rather than 
reinvesting them, throwing the system into crisis. 

Overaccumulation originates in the circuit of capitalist production. In 
simplified terms, capitalists seek to maximize profit by constantly lowering 
the overall cost of labor, that is, the wage portion of the costs of production. 
One way to lower these costs is to lower the absolute amount paid to 
workers. In recent years, for instance, capitalist globalization has involved 
the relocation of factories and services to low-wage zones, epitomized by 
the spread around the world of sweatshops employing super-exploited 
young women. Another way is to raise productivity, that is, to raise output 
per worker per unit of time worked, so that fewer workers are needed for 
the same output. Typically, this has involved the introduction of new 
technologies that either replace workers entirely or that increase the 
productivity of each worker. Yet labor is the source of all surplus value, that 
is, of profits. Internal to the dynamic of capital accumulation is a tendency 
for the rate of profit to fall, even as the overall volume of profits may 
increase, because as capitalists compete with one another and strive to 
control labor and to reduce labor costs, they raise productivity through the 
ongoing introduction of new labor-saving and _ productivity-enhancing 
technologies and organizational forms. Ever less labor is required to 
produce ever more wealth as output per unit of labor increases. Anticipating 
what we will explore in the next chapter, new digital technologies that are 
now at the very core of the global economy have greatly increased 
productivity and corporate profits, even as the worldwide economic 
restructuring made possible by these technologies has resulted in an 
expanding army of the unemployed and the marginalized, or surplus 
humanity. 

Analyzing these tendencies in the nineteenth century, Karl Marx noted 
that “a fall in the profit rate, and accelerated accumulation, are simply 
different expressions of the same process, in so far as both express the 
development of productivity.” He continued: “In view of the fact that the 
rate at which the total capital is valorized, i.e. the rate of profit, is the spur 
to capitalist production, a fall in this rate ... appears as a threat to the 
development of the capitalist process; it promotes overproduction, 
speculation and crises.”* To reiterate, overaccumulation thus refers to how 
enormous amounts of capital are accumulated, yet this capital cannot be 


reinvested profitably and becomes stagnant, or, in Marx’s words, “the 
capitalist would have won nothing by his own exertions but the obligation 
to supply more in the same labor time, in a word, more difficult conditions 
for the augmentation of the value of his capital.” In fact, while the absolute 
volume of transnational corporate profits has snowballed in recent years, 
the rate of profit has steadily declined. The average rate stood in the brief 
post-World War II “golden age” of world capitalism at about 15 percent. By 
the end of the 1980s it had dropped to 10 percent and continued to decline, 
to 6 percent in 2017.° 

Although overaccumulation originates in the sphere of production, it 
becomes manifest in the sphere of circulation, that is, it shows up in the 
market as a crisis of overproduction or underconsumption. This refers to a 
situation in which the economy has produced—or has the capacity to 
produce—¢great quantities of wealth (defined as things that people need and 
want), but the market cannot absorb this wealth, because more and more 
people have been made surplus as technology advances and productivity 
increases, and/or because the wages of those that are employed are not 
sufficient for them to consume all that their labor produces. In other words, 
capitalism by its very nature will produce abundant wealth yet polarize that 
wealth and generate ever greater levels of social inequality. 
Overaccumulation appears first as a glut in the market, and then as 
stagnation. In fact, in the years leading up to the pandemic there was a 
steady rise in underutilized capacity and a slowdown in industrial 
production around the world.’ The surplus of accumulated capital with 
nowhere to go expanded rapidly. Transnational corporations recorded 
record profits during the 2010s at the same time that corporate investment 
declined.® The total cash held in reserves of the world’s two thousand 
biggest nonfinancial corporations increased from $6.6 trillion in 2010 to 
$14.2 trillion in 2020—considerably more than the foreign exchange 
reserves of the world’s central governments—as the global economy 
stagnated.? 

Well before the pandemic hit in 2020, all the telltale signs of an 
overaccumulation crisis were present. Before further analysis of this new 
crisis, let us return to the two early restructuring crises of the twentieth 
century. In the actual course of capitalist history, ongoing class and social 
struggles shape and constantly reshape how capitalism develops and how 


crises play themselves out. Mass popular and working-class struggles 
spread early in the twentieth century and reached a peak in the 1930s. These 
struggles forced capitalists into what became known as a “class 
compromise.” Capitalists and states were forced to back down from the 
unrestrained free market capitalism of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, with its stark inequalities and deprivation of the masses. What 
some called the “gilded age” and the “age of the robber barons” gave way 
through the pressure of these mass struggles to a new form of capitalism. 
This new form involved state intervention in the economy to regulate the 
market and redistribute wealth downward through social welfare and other 
State policies. 

The new form has been referred to variously as New Deal capitalism, 
welfare capitalism, social democracy, or, in more technical terms, Fordism- 
Keynesianism. Regardless of what we name it, this state regulation of the 
market, redistributive policies, and working-class power acted as what we 
call “countervailing tendencies” to the tendency toward overaccumulation, 
that is, they helped offset overaccumulation. State intervention in the 
capitalist market and a component of redistribution came to define 
economic policy in the mid-twentieth century in the then First World, as 
well as in the then Third World in the wake of decolonization. This 
redistributive nation-state capitalism evolved, therefore, from capital’s 
accommodation to mass upheavals from below in the wake of the crisis of 
the two world wars and the Great Depression. Capitalist classes had little 
choice but to accept these arrangements in the face of mass struggles, 
including socialist and communist movements, militant trade unionism, and 
anti-colonial and Third World liberation movements. In any event, capital 
was able to sustain a high rate of profit for several decades as the world 
economy experienced an unprecedented boom in the aftermath of World 
War II and the devastation that it left in its wake. 

As world capitalism entered its next structural crisis in the 1970s, 
capitalists and bureaucratic elites from around the world strove to beat back 
the power of organized labor, radical social movements, and Third World 
liberation struggles. These emerging transnationally oriented elites sought 
to win government during the 1980s and 1990s, typically through elections 
that took place on the heels of financial turmoil,'° and to utilize state power 
to open up the world in new ways to transnational capital. In this way, 


reorganizing the system on a global scale became a strategy to reconstitute 
the power of capital over the working and popular classes, whose struggles 
remained at the level of the nation-state. As they went global, these 
capitalist groups integrated with one another across borders in pursuit of 
their collective class interests in a process of transnational class formation. 
A transnational capitalist class (TCC) emerged in this way as the manifest 
agent of global capitalism, about which much has been written by myself 
and others in recent years.'' While there is intense competition within its 
own ranks, the members of this TCC share an interest in promoting global 
rather than national markets and circuits of accumulation, in competition 
with local and national capitalist groups and elites whose fate is more 
closely bound up with their particular nation-states and regions. By the end 
of the twentieth century, this TCC became the hegemonic fraction of capital 
on a world scale. It is made up of the owners and managers of the giant 
transnational corporations (TNCs) and financial institutions that drive the 
global economy. As the hegemonic fraction of capital, transnational capital 
increasingly integrates local circuits into its own; it imposes the general 
direction and character on production worldwide and conditions the social, 
political, and cultural character of capitalist society worldwide. 

The unprecedented concentration of capital at the global level allowed 
the emerging transnational corporate elite to accumulate an enormous 
amount of power and control. The TCC and the states whose policies they 
were able to shape used this power to bring about a vast restructuring of the 
global economy and society, putting in place a new globally integrated 
production and financial system, as I will return to in the next chapter.'* In 
this way, globalization made it possible for this TCC to increasingly break 
free of nation-state constraints to accumulation, such as the need to assure 
the reproduction of their own national proletariats, to do away with the 
model of redistributive nation-state capitalism and to beat back the tide of 
revolution in the Third World. This should have come as no surprise, as 
capitalist crises generally provide capitalists and the state with opportunities 
to restore profitability and push forward accumulation—although we must 
stress that these crises also open up new _ opportunities for 
counterhegemonic projects from below, as I shall discuss in chapter three. 

Structural crises like those of the 1930s and the 1970s typically involve 
the transformation of patterns of capital accumulation and new rounds of 


expansion, often incorporating new cutting-edge technologies, such as the 
synthetic materials, consumer durables, automotive and petrochemicals, and 
military-industrial technologies that drove the post-World War II boom. 
Early in the twentieth century, the Soviet economist Nikolai Kondratieff 
noted how the world economy, driven by new cutting-edge technologies, 
experiences cycles of some forty to fifty years (called Kondratieff waves). 
In these cycles, rounds of expansion eventually become exhausted and are 
followed by downturns and crises, resulting in a reorganization of the 
system and new technologies that help launch a new cycle. However, the 
underlying causal dynamic that drives these cycles forward is the struggle 
among contending social and class forces. New Deal and social democratic 
arrangements, together with world war and the postwar expansion, 
“resolved” the structural crisis of the 1930s. But the contradictions internal 
to the model of redistributive nation-state capitalism led to a new structural 
crisis in the 1970s, as I mentioned above. The emerging TCC “resolved” 
this next structural crisis through sweeping worldwide economic 
restructuring made possible above all by new computer and information 
technologies. 

In my view, the Great Recession of 2008 marked a new structural crisis 
that was not caused but became greatly aggravated by the pandemic. This 
crisis takes place under circumstances distinct from earlier ones. The 
economic and social disaster unleashed by the pandemic rivals that of the 
1930s Great Depression, but the world capitalist system of today looks 
different than that of the early twentieth century. People and nations around 
the world have been linked into a single and constantly expanding world 
market since capitalism’s inception in that symbolic year of 1492. In the 
five centuries that it has conquered the world, capitalism has gone through 
successive phases or epochs in its ongoing and open-ended evolution. 
Globalization ushered in a new epoch in world capitalism, characterized 
above all by the rise of a globally integrated production, financial, and 
service system under the control of the leading capitalist groups from 
around the world and their political agents in states. Indeed, the meltdown 
triggered by the pandemic highlighted just how dependent all countries 
have become on this globally integrated system. The nexus that links 
together all peoples and nations has dramatically tightened; in fact, it 
appears inextricable. It is the global networks of trade and travel that 


account for the rapidity with which the coronavirus spread around the 
world, as well as why it was so difficult to control through the action of 
individual states in a piecemeal fashion.’ Now, the structural crises that 
started in 2008 and has become greatly aggravated by the pandemic is 
resulting, once again, in a sweeping restructuring and transformation of 
global capitalism, as we will explore in the next chapter. 

Capitalist globalization and neoliberal austerity since the late 1970s 
pushed the global working and popular classes onto the defensive and 
shifted the global balance of class forces in favor of transnational capital 
following the period of mass struggles in the 1960s and 1970s. By 
liberating emergent transnational capital from national constraints, 
globalization undermined the redistributive programs that had attenuated 
capitalism’s inherent tendency toward social polarization and had helped 
ensure the system’s survival, at least for a while. The result has been an 
unprecedented sharpening of inequality that has fueled overaccumulation. 
Social polarization, to reiterate, is not an aberration under capitalism; it is 
its sine qua non. Marx showed in Capital how social polarization and 
inequality are inherent to the capitalist system, since capitalists own the 
means of producing wealth and, therefore, appropriate as profits as much of 
the wealth that society collectively produces as possible. In fact, the terms 
pauper (a Latin word meaning in the character of a poor person) and 
pauperization became popularized in our contemporary vocabulary as 
eighteenth-century industrial capitalism generated a new type of poverty 
that involved large groups of people uprooted from their traditional 
livelihoods and thrown into chronic impoverishment. 

The level of global social polarization and inequality now experienced is 
without precedent. In 2018, the richest 1 percent of humanity controlled 
more than half of the world’s wealth, while the bottom 80 percent had to 
make do with just 5 percent.'* Such inequality ends up undermining the 
stability of the system as the gap grows between what is (or could be) 
produced and what the market can absorb. The extreme concentration of the 
planet’s wealth in the hands of the few and the accelerated impoverishment 
and dispossession of the majority meant that transnational capital had 
increasing difficulty in finding productive outlets to unload the enormous 
amounts of surplus it had accumulated. The more global inequalities 
expand, the more constricted the world market becomes and the more the 


system faces a structural crisis of overaccumulation. If left unchecked, 
expanding social polarization results in crisis—in stagnation, recessions, 
depressions, social upheavals, and war—just what we are experiencing at 
this time. 

As I noted above, the tendency for the rate of profit to fall and for capital 
to overaccumulate is just that—a tendency that can be offset, temporarily at 
least, by what are called countervailing tendencies and by mechanisms that 
may counteract the tendency. Frenzied financial speculation, unsustainable 
debt, the plunder of public finance, and state-organized militarized 
accumulation are just some of the mechanisms that the TCC and capitalist 
states turned to in the years leading up to the pandemic to keep the global 
economy sputtering along in the face of chronic stagnation. As the 
productive economy has stagnated, capitalists have turned above all to 
financial speculation.'° The global economy has become a giant casino for 
transnational investors. In the wake of the Great Recession of 2008 the US 
Federal Reserve undertook a whopping $16 trillion in secret bailouts to 
banks and corporations around the world.'® Then the banks and institutional 
investors simply recycled the trillions of dollars they received into new 
speculative activities in global commodities markets, in cryptocurrencies, 
and in land around the world, fueling a new global “land grab.” As 
opportunity dried up for speculative investment in one sector, the TCC 
simply turned to another sector to unload its surplus. As a result, the gap 
between the productive economy and fictitious capital has grown into an 
enormous chasm. 

Fictitious capital refers to money thrown into circulation without any 
base in commodities or production.'’ A major portion of the income 
generated by financial speculation is fictitious, meaning (here in simplified 
form) that it exists on paper but does not correspond to real wealth in the 
world, that is, goods and services that people need and want, such as food, 
clothing, houses, and so on. A company may for instance issue shares on 
the stock market that may be bought and sold by traders, but these shares do 
not correspond to the actual production of new wealth and typically become 
one of innumerable sources of financial speculation. Mortgages represent a 
claim on future rent, government bonds represent a claim on future tax 
revenue, derivative trading in futures markets represents claims on future 
values of commodities, and so on. The trade in this fictitious capital 


represents less the creation of new value or expanded production than the 
mirage of a bustling economy, as stock markets surge, assets values inflate, 
and credit expands. The accumulation of fictitious capital through 
speculation may offset the crisis temporally into the future or spatially to 
new digital geographies and new population groups but, in the long run, 
only exacerbates the underlying problem of overaccumulation. In 2018, for 
example, the gross world product, or the total value of goods and services, 
stood at some $75 trillion, whereas the global derivatives market—a marker 
of speculative activity—was estimated at a mind-boggling $1.2 
quadrillion.’® This accumulation of fictitious capital gave the appearance of 
recovery in the years following Great Recession of 2008, but it only offset 
the crisis temporally into the future, while in the long run exacerbating the 
underlying problem. 

In addition to speculation, mounting government, corporate, and 
consumer debt drove growth in the first two decades of the twenty-first 
century. Consumer credit has served the dual purpose of class pacification, 
as workers and the poor are able to cover essential necessities for the 
moment, even as they become ever more indebted, and of generating 
demand, even as real incomes have dropped for the immiserated majority 
subject to austerity and ever more precarious forms of employment. In 
countries around the world, consumer debt was higher on the eve of the 
pandemic than it has been for all of postwar history. State and corporate 
debt also reached breaking points. The global bond market—an indicator of 
total government debt worldwide—more than doubled between 2003 and 
2019, when it surpassed $105 trillion, while total global debt reached a 
staggering $258 trillion in 2020." Particularly troubling is the growth of 
debt in the former Third World. The total debt for the thirty largest 
countries in the former Third World surpassed $72 trillion in 2019, a 168 
percent rise over the previous decade. Worldwide corporate debt has soared 
to $75 trillion, up from $32 trillion in 2005, while, by 2018, corporations 
had issued $13 trillion in bonds, more than twice the bond debt on the eve 
of the 2008 collapse.”° 

Debt levels have soared through policies known as “quantitative easing,” 
which essentially means that government treasuries print money and inject 
it into the banking system as cheap credit—even involving negative interest 
rates—in what some have referred to as “crack cocaine for financial 


markets.” Quantitative easing ends up creating mountains of debt that 
sooner or later must collapse. A major default on consumer, state, or 
corporate debt—or waves of defaults—would set off a further chain 
reaction in the downward plunge of the global economy. The following 
table on the steep rise of fiat money—which refers to government-issued 
currency that is not backed by a commodity—shows the explosive growth 
of the money supply through quantitative easing that has aggravated the gap 
between fictitious capital and the real economy since 2008. Apart from the 
prospect of collapse itself, the out-of-control printing of money may in the 
long run trigger uncontrolled inflation that would further destabilize the 
global economy. 

The TCC has also set out to raid and sack public finance, which has been 
reconfigured through austerity programs, bailouts, corporate subsidies, 
government debt, and the global bond market, as governments transfer 
wealth directly and indirectly from working people to the TCC. The global 
bond market itself serves as a vehicle to transfer wealth from the working 
classes to capital. Governments issue bonds to investors to close 
government budget deficits and also to subsidize private accumulation, so 
as to keep the economy going. They then have to pay back these bonds 
(with interest) by extracting taxes from current and future wages of the 
working classes. Already by the late twentieth century state income brought 
in by bonds often went right back to creditors. Thus, the reconfiguration of 
state finances amounts over time to a transfer of wealth from global labor to 
transnational capital: a claim by transnational capital on future wages, and a 
shift in the burden of the crisis to the working and popular classes. Yet 
financial pillage cannot resolve the crisis of overaccumulation and ends up 
aggravating it in the long run, as the transfer of wealth from workers to the 
TCC further constricts the market. 
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The ruling groups must not only figure out how to keep accumulating 
capital in the face of stagnation. They must also maintain control by 
keeping a lid on rebellion. As protest spreads around the world, they have 
turned to expanding the global police state, particularly in the aftermath of 
the pandemic, as the structural crisis becomes aggravated and as there is a 
further breakdown of capitalist hegemony. Global police state refers in the 
first instance to systems of transnational social control and repression to 
contain the oppressed. Savage global inequalities are politically explosive, 
and to the extent that the system is simply unable to reverse them or to 
incorporate surplus humanity it turns to ever more violent forms of 
containment to manage immiserated populations. As popular discontent has 
spread in recent years, the dominant groups have expanded transnational 
systems of social control, repression, and warfare—from mass incarceration 
to deadly new modalities of policing and omnipresent systems of state and 
private surveillance—to contain the actual and the potential rebellion of the 
global working class and surplus humanity. 

Apart from political considerations, as I showed in my 2020 study The 
Global Police State, the global economy is becoming ever more dependent 
on the development and deployment of these systems of warfare, social 


control, and repression simply as a means of making profit and continuing 
to accumulate capital in the face of stagnation. This is what I refer to as 
militarized accumulation or accumulation by repression. The so-called wars 
on drugs and terrorism, the undeclared wars on immigrants, refugees, and 
gangs (and poor, dark-skinned, and working-class youth more generally), 
the construction of border walls, immigrant detention centers, prison- 
industrial complexes, systems of mass surveillance, and the spread of 
private security guard and mercenary companies have all become major 
sources of profit-making, and they will become more important to the 
system as stagnation becomes the new normal. 

The events of September 11, 2001, marked the start of an era of a 
permanent global war in which logistics, warfare, intelligence, repression, 
surveillance, and even military personnel are more and more the privatized 
domain of transnational capital. The Pentagon budget increased 91 percent 
in real terms between 1998 and 2011, while, worldwide, total defense 
outlays grew by 50 percent from 2006 to 2015, from $1.4 trillion to $2.03 
trillion, although this figure does not take into account hundreds of billions 
of dollars in “homeland security” spending. In the decade from 2001 to 
2011, military industry profits nearly quadrupled.*' Led by the United States 
as the predominant world power, military expansion in different countries 
has taken place through parallel, and often conflictive, processes, yet all 
show the same relationship between state militarization and global capital 
accumulation. Worldwide, official state military outlays in 2015 represented 
about 3 percent of the gross world product of $75 trillion. 

Militarized accumulation involves vastly more than activities generated 
by state military budgets. There are immense sums involved in state 
spending and private corporate accumulation through militarization and 
other forms of generating profit through repressive social control that do not 
involve militarization per se. The various wars, conflicts, and campaigns of 
social control and repression around the world involve the fusion of private 
accumulation with state militarization. In this relationship, the state 
facilitates the expansion of opportunities for private capital to accumulate 
through militarization, such as by facilitating global weapons sales by 
military-industrial-security firms, the amounts of which have reached 
unprecedented levels. Global weapons sales by the top one hundred 


weapons manufacturers and military service companies increased by 38 
percent between 2002 and 2016.” 

By 2018, private military companies employed some fifteen million 
people around the world, deploying forces to guard corporate property, 
providing personal security for TCC executives and their families, 
collecting data, conducting police, paramilitary, counterinsurgency, and 
surveillance operations, carrying out mass crowd control and repression of 
protesters, Managing prisons, running private detention and interrogation 
facilities, and participating in outright warfare.* The private security 
(policing) business is one of the fastest growing economic sectors in many 
countries and has come to dwarf public security around the world. The 
amount spent on private security in 2003, the year of the invasion of Iraq, 
was 73 percent higher than that spent in the public sphere, and three times 
as many persons were employed in private forces as in official law 
enforcement agencies. There were an outstanding twenty million private 
security workers worldwide in 2017, and the industry was expected to be 
worth over $220 billion by 2020. In half of the world’s countries, private 
security agents outnumber police officers.” 

In the end, financial speculation, pillaging the state, and debt-driven 
growth are all temporary “fixes” that cannot address the underlying 
structural conditions that have thrown the world economy into crisis. The 
massive concentrations of transnational finance capital destabilized the 
system as global capitalism ran up against the limits of these fixes. The 
expansion of a global war economy may pick up some of the slack, but it 
has its limits and is not in the long run a viable solution. Moreover, such an 
economy generates and is generated by acute political and military conflict 
that destabilizes the system. The global economy was a ticking time bomb. 
All that was needed was something to light the fuse. That came in the form 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. 


...AND THEN THE PANDEMIC 


The origins of Covid-19 remain in dispute. The evidence that the virus 
displays “gain of function” (GOF) properties is considerable. It is feasible 
that it was developed in a biolab and accidentally leaked out. (For that 
matter, the development of the virus as an agent of biological warfare 


cannot be ruled out. The United States, Israel, China, and Russia are some 
of the countries known to have bioweapon research programs, and the 
Pentagon alone operates biowarfare laboratories in twenty-five countries 
around the world).*? Given the contemporary proliferation of unfounded 
conspiracy theories, we must stress that the possibility the virus was 
developed in a laboratory in no way implies that it would have been 
intentionally leaked or that there was a larger plot to cause a pandemic. 
Rather, the forensics of the virus, as well as the social and political response 
to the outbreak, must be subject to critical analysis given the likelihood of 
new and deadlier pandemics in the future. 

Among those who identified the virus’s GOF properties and argued that 
it was created in a laboratory was the 2008 Nobel laureate for Medicine Luc 
Montagnier, a French virologist who first discovered the HIV virus.*° GOF 
research attempts to combat potentially deadly microbes proactively by first 
creating them artificially in a laboratory in order to develop a vaccine 
against them, in a process known as “biosynthesis” (see next chapter). In 
2011, the Erasmus Medical Center in Rotterdam announced at a European 
scientific conference that it had found a way to turn H5N1, a coronavirus 
that almost exclusively infected birds, into a possible human-to-human flu. 
Researcher Ron Fouchier told the gathered scientists that the Dutch 
research team, with funding from the US National Institute of Health, had 
“mutated the hell out of HSN1,” turning the bird flu into a variant that could 
infect ferrets, a laboratory stand-in for human beings.*’ 

The claims that Covid-19 originated in a biolab, possibly even at the US 
Army’s Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases at Fort Detrick in 
Maryland,” cannot be dismissed as “conspiracy theory,” because there is 
enough credible evidence to make that plausible. A conspiracy is a plot by 
two or more actors to undertake some action toward an intended outcome. 
Conspiracies, therefore, take place routinely as part of the natural course of 
human affairs. Theories about conspiracies should be dismissed when they 
are not backed by verifiable evidence; well-documented conspiracies cease 
to be theories. “Regimes of truth,” as French philosopher Michel Foucault 
put it, distinguish between acceptable and unacceptable ideas. They set the 
boundaries of acceptable discourse as established by power dynamics.” 

There are plenty of wild and baseless conspiracy theories circulating 
among the public, often associated with the far right, such as the claim that 


Jews or the Illuminati are plotting to take over the world. 
Notwithstanding, the pejorative charge of “conspiracy theory” is all too 
readily evoked by those in position of power to dismiss arguments that may 
be threatening to their interests or contrary to acceptable narratives. It is 
remarkable given the widely available evidence that should lead journalists 
and researchers to at the very least retain skepticism regarding the official 
narrative on the origin of the novel Covid-19 coronavirus that the New York 
Times, among others, simply dismissed any but this official narrative as 
“unfounded conspiracy theory.”*' As part of our training, scientists—social 
as much as natural—learn that we cannot ignore empirical evidence simply 
because by not ignoring it we are subject to reprobation by the powers that 
be, or because our funders cut off support if that evidence contravenes 
official accounts. 

Here is what we do know. Biosafety Level 3 and 4 laboratories have 
proliferated around the world in recent years, and their research includes 
developing new strains of microbes, including viruses, along with vaccines 
to immunize people from them. Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, the global 
vaccine market was valued at over $40 billion and projected to increase to 
nearly $60 billion by 2024.°° The US government’s Defense Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (DARPA) had been researching coronaviruses 
and bats prior to the Covid-19 outbreak. Once the pandemic hit, it set out to 
develop a vaccine for the virus in collaboration with leading pharmaceutical 
companies, and with the participation of the World Health Organization, the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (one of the largest benefactors of the 
WHO), the World Economic Forum, and several other governments.*’ As 
with other United Nations agencies, the WHO used to be funded principally 
by states, but as rich states have cut funding to the WHO and other 
agencies, transnational corporations and the philanthropies (“philanthro- 
capitalists”) they endow have become major funders (in 2020, about 70 
percent of the WHO’s budget came from private donations). Thus, the TCC 
can bypass the mediation of states and directly shape the WHO’s policies. 

In shaping global health policies through the WHO and private channels, 
the TCC has sought to privatize public health systems and to open up new 
opportunities for accumulation by the medical and pharmaceutical industry. 
This effort includes the creation of global markets for vaccines and other 
drugs developed by pharmaceutical corporations. As has been well 


documented, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has been at the 
forefront of these efforts. Dutch international relations scholar Kees van der 
Pijl noted in a 2020 paper that “health has been a key concern of the $52 
billion Gates Foundation (and of the Rockefeller Foundation for that 
matter) and Bill Gates has pursued his private views on a grand scale as a 
result.” As part of its campaign to privatize and commodify health and 
educational systems around the world, in the years prior to the pandemic the 
Gates Foundation funded a series of vaccine programs, some of them highly 
controversial, in collaboration with leading global pharmaceutical 
corporations, and has pushed for mandatory vaccination laws, with the goal 
of expanding global markets for the industry.** “[If] we could stimulate the 
pharmaceutical companies through public private partnerships to create 
vaccines,” explained Melinda Gates in 2012, “if we could guarantee them a 
market of millions of children getting this vaccine and then being paid for it 
in the developing world. If we could commit to a market and we knew that 
the demand would be there, we could incent them with the right research 
dollars to actually create those vaccines.” Once the coronavirus pandemic 
hit, the foundation enlisted these corporations, rather than public 
laboratories and health systems, to develop a vaccine, assuring that the 
response to the pandemic would be driven by the pursuit of private profit.*° 
Among the beneficiaries of the foundation’s multibillion-dollar tax- 
deductible donations to private companies were leading pharmaceutical 
corporations and the private hospital industry that stood to cash in on the 
sale of billions of test kits, therapeutic treatments, and vaccines, with the 
foundation owning stocks and bonds in these corporations.” 

As we shall explore in the next chapter, the pharmaceutical industry has 
not been the only one to benefit from the pandemic. Governments around 
the world reached out to tech platforms for help with enforcing quarantines 
and public gathering restrictions. In the United States, Facebook and 
Google met with Trump administration officials to discuss drafting the 
phone data of US residents into a system of heightened surveillance in the 
name of fighting the virus, while Amazon unveiled a program to deliver test 
kits and test Seattle area residents in partnership with the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation.*® Shortly after the pandemic hit, Gates suggested issuing 
universal “digital certificates” for each member of the public attesting to the 
bearer’s coronavirus and vaccine status.” Mass vaccination against 


coronavirus may well have been necessary from a public health perspective, 
although the matter was not without controversy. The point here is that the 
pandemic presented the global pharmaceutical industry with a potential 
windfall. Once the virus spread, developing a vaccine became an imperative 
from the viewpoint of public health. A global race to develop a vaccine pit 
open sourcing against corporate control through patent monopoly. With the 
stakes so high, Amnesty Intemational warned against global vaccine 
apartheid, urging that “Big Pharma profits must not be prioritized over the 
health of billions’”*° 

Hence, to reiterate, the way that the pandemic was exploited for other 
purposes became far more important than the forensics of the event itself.*" 
Rather than a plan hatched beforehand to achieve the desired outcome, 
powerful political and corporate actors seized upon the pandemic to 
advance an agenda, elements of which had been gestating and others 
improvised later. “Once the health emergency opportunity presented itself, 
the pharmaceutical industry was obviously first in line to defend, not just a 
capitalist response, but also a specific medication-oriented approach to 
health,” observed van der Pijl. He noted that Bill Gates and the World 
Health Organization that he finances had long called for pandemic 
preparedness. “The dress rehearsals more than the actual Covid-19 crisis 
determined the response, to which the other IT giants, high finance, and the 
intelligence/surveillance world added their weight.” He further observed, 
“A paralyzed society will not resist the shock-like acceleration of the 
concentration of capital in fewer hands either.”* 

It is well-documented that at least a decade ahead of the outbreak, 
scenarios for such a pandemic were rehearsed. A 2010 report by the 
Rockefeller Foundation described a “Lockstep Scenario” that would start 
with a coronavirus pandemic. In this scenario, the pandemic would result in 
“a world of tighter top-down government control and more authoritarian 
leadership, with limited innovation and growing citizen pushback.” The 
conclusion reached by some that the report proves the pandemic was 
planned is entirely unsubstantiated and unwarranted—claims to that extent 
end up undermining legitimate critique of how capitalist states launched 
particular strategies for dealing with the pandemic compatible with the 
interests of the TCC. Of concern to us here, the uncanny report envisioned 


that the scenario would drive a dramatic expansion of state control and 
digitally driven technologies: 


China’s government was not the only one that took extreme measures 
to protect its citizens from risk and exposure. During the pandemic, 
national leaders around the world flexed their authority and imposed 
airtight rules and restrictions, from the mandatory wearing of face 
masks to body-temperature checks at the entries to communal spaces 
like train stations and supermarkets. Even after the pandemic faded, 
this more authoritarian control and oversight of citizens and their 
activities stuck and even intensified. In order to protect themselves 
from the spread of increasingly global problems—from pandemics 
and transnational terrorism to environmental crises and rising 
poverty— leaders around the world took a firmer grip on power.” 


Then on the eve of the pandemic, the World Economic Forum, the Johns 
Hopkins University Center for Health Security, and Gates Foundation held 
a symposium in New York, “Event-201—A Global Pandemic Exercise,” as 
a large-scale simulation. Dubbed a “germ-game,” based on a fictional 
scenario in which a coronavirus that jumped from pigs to humans spread 
around the world, the exercise laid out a plan for corporate domination of 
any response to a potential pandemic, including the suppression of any 
narratives that might contradict official ones. Presaging what would actually 
take place during the pandemic, the exercise recommended that 
“sovernments, international organizations, and businesses” should plan for 
“how essential corporate capabilities will be utilized during a large-scale 
pandemic.” It recommended that governments partner with private media 
corporations to develop “the ability to flood media with fast, accurate, and 
consistent information ... trusted, influential private-sector employers 
should create the capacity to readily and reliably augment public 
messaging, manage rumors and misinformation, and amplify credible 
information to support emergency public communications ... media 
companies should commit to ensuring that authoritative messages are 
prioritized and that false messages are suppressed including through the use 
of technology.” 


As I stated above, I am not in a position to review and evaluate the mass 
of contending accounts and their merits with regard to verifiable evidence. 
What concerns us here is that whether an accidental release from a biolab or 
simply a transmission from bats to humans in a Chinese wet market the 
effects are the same: a global health emergency that facilitated a massive 
transfer of wealth to the rich and allowed the ruling classes to impose a 
state of exception, enhance surveillance and control through the global 
police state, and accelerate the restructuring of global capitalism through a 
new wave of digital technologies. As we shall see in the next chapter, the 
pandemic was a boon to the leading sectors of capital worldwide, led by the 
tech sector, interwoven as it is with finance, pharmaceuticals, and the 
military-industrial complex. Powerful political actors seized on the health 
emergency to manipulate fear of contagion, in the words of researcher Piers 
Robinson, “fully aware that these conditions of fear and panic provide a 
critical opportunity that can be exploited in order to pursue political, 
economic, and societal objectives.”* Robinson, van der Pijl, and others 
were quick to note parallels between the aftermath of the September 11, 
2001, attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon and the state of 
exception imposed around the world as the coronavirus spread. As with 
September 2001, the emergency mobilization, perhaps necessary from a 
public health point of view, provided the conditions for a new wave of 
control by the corporate and political agents of global capitalism. 


THE VIRAL PANDEMIC AND THE PANDEMIC OF 
CAPITALISM 


The coronavirus may not have been caused—directly—by global 
capitalism, but it did pull back the veil of a global capitalist system that had 
been wreaking calamity on the poor majority of humanity long before the 
outbreak began. The pandemic left in its wake more inequality, more 
political tension, more militarism, and more authoritarianism—or, rather, 
there were more of these things through the pandemic. Capitalist states 
around the world, unable to cope with the pandemic and the fallout from the 
socioeconomic implosion it triggered, were exposed as callous instruments 
of wealth and corruption, aggravating many times over the political 
dimension of global capitalist crisis, that of state legitimacy and capitalist 


hegemony. Just as with everything else that occurs in society, the pandemic 
did not unfold on its own terms but in the context of capitalist society, 
driven above all by the implacable logic of accumulation and on the terrain 
of all the existing relations of power, inequality, and oppression. The 
pandemic, therefore, was not solely a biomedical phenomenon. It was as 
much social as economic, political, and environmental. Its impacts were 
integral to ongoing processes of domination and resistance, and, as we shall 
see in the next chapter, these impacts also accelerated a new wave of 
restructuring and transformation of global capitalism. 

The class character of the health emergency could not have been clearer. 
The virus did not care about the class, ethnicity, or nationality of the human 
hosts it sought to infect, but it was the poor and working classes who were 
unable to protect themselves from contagion, and whose conditions put 
them at much greater risk. As is known, those with poor health to begin 
with or with preexisting medical conditions were most susceptible to falling 
ill, and, if ill, to dying from the virus. Those with poor health and 
preexisting risk factors were the most likely to have inadequate access to 
health care, to live in congested circumstances and in substandard housing, 
to have inadequate access to nutritious food, and to work in jobs that are 
hazardous and in areas with elevated exposure to environmental toxins. In 
the teeming slums of the world’s megacities, social distancing was a 
privilege that was out of reach. Millions became ill, and many died, not so 
much from the viral infection as from the lack of access to life-sustaining 
services and resources.*° 

International agencies warned early in the pandemic of the devastating 
impact it would have on the world’s poor majority. Even before the 
pandemic hit, the number of those experiencing hunger and food insecurity 
was rising. In 2019, some 1.5 billion people suffered from hunger and 
severe levels of food insecurity, another 500 million did not have access to 
nutritious and sufficient food.*” An April 2020 report by the international 
development agency Oxfam warned that the pandemic would push an 
additional half a billion people into poverty and threatened to set poor 
regions such as sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East back thirty years in 
terms of their development. “Existing inequalities dictate the economic 
impact of this crisis,” said the report. “The poorest workers in rich and poor 
nations are less likely to be in formal employment, enjoy labor protections 


such as sick pay, or be able to work from home.” It went on to note that 
women, who make up 70 percent of health workers globally and provide 75 
percent of unpaid care of children, the sick, and the elderly, were at the 
front line of the coronavirus response and were the hardest hit financially.” 

The momentary lull in the global economy in the opening months of the 
pandemic brought respite to heavily polluted cities and waterways. In the 
canals of Venice, water became crystal clear, and fish could be seen for the 
first time in memory. Almost surreal scenes spread around the world of deer 
and other wildlife roaming deserted city streets during lockdowns. Air 
pollution that normally chokes millions seemed to magically disappear for a 
few fleeting months. These changes gave us a glimpse of what a radical 
transformation of the global political economy could achieve for the 
environment. Yet the respite in pollution was short-lived. Within months, it 
became clear that the climate emergency was on track to intensify even in 
the midst of the pandemic. The fall 2020 hurricane season in the Caribbean 
and the Pacific, the most severe on record, wreaked devastation on Central 
America. Months earlier, California was wracked by unprecedented 
wildfires that raged uncontrolled. A record heat wave in Siberia marked a 
dramatic acceleration of permafrost loss and left millions of people on 
unstable ground. The European Environmental Agency warned that the 
increased use of single-use plastics and the sharp rise in the generation of 
household waste brought about by the pandemic posed a significant 
environmental risk that would continue into the future as the spread of viral 
and bacterial infections increased and as new pandemics loomed.” 

In the larger picture, the pandemic itself was an outcome of the 
environmental crisis, which in turn is driven by global capitalism, with its 
implacable logic of accumulation. Scientists and epidemiologists had been 
warning of a pandemic for at least a decade before the Covid19 outbreak.”° 
Human and livestock encroachment on animal habitats, deforestation, the 
extension of farming driven by the expansion of transnational agribusiness, 
logging, mining, and factory farms, and the resulting urbanization, climate 
change, and pollution, bring society into increasing proximity with formerly 
isolated ecosystems and create multiple bridges for microbes to leap from 
wild animals to humans, either directly or through animals confined to 
factory farms.°' Sixty percent of human infectious diseases are of animal 
origin and three-fourths of new diseases are transmitted from animals, 


including viruses responsible for significant global mortality, such as the 
HIV-1 and HIV-2 viruses, the Rift Valley fever virus, and influenza viruses, 
such as bird flus and swine flus.°** In fact, over the past fifty years zoonotic 
diseases—that is, those that spread from animals to humans—have 
quadrupled.” Rising global temperatures favor the development and spread 
of infectious diseases. They also extend the scope of transmission of 
diseases to new zones. As regions previously too cold for malaria heat up, 
for instance, they will become susceptible to the mosquito-borne disease. 
As permafrost in arctic and subarctic regions melts, there is concern over 
the release of bacteria and viruses that have so far remained frozen, and for 
which humans would have little immune resistance. 

Capital wasted no time in endeavoring to shift the burden of the crisis 
and the sacrifice that the pandemic imposed onto the working and popular 
classes. The ruling classes set out to push policies to exploit every aspect of 
the pandemic for private profit. “Never let a crisis go to waste” was how US 
president Barack Obama’s chief of staff Rahm Emanuel famously put it 
during the 2008 financial collapse. For this purpose, it could count on 
capitalist state power. Many governments turned to massive new bailouts of 
capital with only very modest relief, if any at all, for the working classes. 
The US government injected an initial $1.5 trillion into Wall Street banks, 
with the White House promising that its response to the pandemic is 
“centered fully on unleashing the power of the private sector,”** meaning 
that capitalist profit would come first and would shape the response to the 
emergency. It then passed several other multitrillion-dollar stimulus 
packages, the single biggest component of which was a giveaway to 
corporations along with smaller amounts for relief to the unemployed and 
poor families (early on in the pandemic, the US Federal Reserve was 
buying $1 million in financial assets every second). 

In Europe, the EU and member governments approved similar stimulus 
packages,”° as did the Chinese government.*’ The US and EU governments 
provided an astonishing eight-trillion-dollar handout to private corporations 
in the first two months of the pandemic alone, an amount roughly 
equivalent to their profits over the preceding two years.°® Most governments 
around the world approved packages that involved the same combination of 
fiscal stimulus, corporate bailout, and modest public relief, if any.’ One 
report showed that 2.7 billion people around the world received no 


government support whatsoever to cope with the pandemic.” Even if deficit 
spending and Keynesian stimulus were to remain in place for the duration 
of a depression, the experience of 2008 showed that governments recovered 
the costs of bailouts by deepening social austerity, even as banks and 
corporations used bailout money to buy back stock and engage in new 
rounds of predatory activities. 

As savage as global inequalities already were, the wealth gap widened 
rapidly around the world during the pandemic. Assisted by corporate 
bailouts, in the United States, the ultra-wealthy increased their wealth by 
$931 billion from March to October 2020, even as sixty million workers 
lost their jobs, and as poverty, hunger, and homelessness spread.° 
Worldwide, billionaires’ wealth jumped by 27 percent, to $10.2 trillion in 
just four months of the pandemic, from April to June 2020, according to a 
report by the Swiss bank UBS, which also warned against the threat of a 
global uprising by the poor against the superrich.® The pockets of the rich 
were also lined through pandemic price gouging, reflecting a gangster 
capitalism based ever more on fraud, racketeering, and crime in high 
places. In the midst of the pandemic, the US-based news service 
BuzzFeed published an exposé on widespread criminal operations at the 
highest level at Deutsche Bank, one of the largest banks in the world.™ In 
the United States, private hospitals, owned for the most part by corporate 
hospital systems, jacked up charges to patients by as much as eighteen 
times above costs. These corporate hospitals, according to one study, 
charged from $1,129 to $1,808 for every $100 of their costs, as the 
industry’s profits approached an annual rate of $100 billion.® 

As the rich got richer, there were no mass bailouts for the billions of 
poor precarious and informal sector workers, whose daily struggles for 
survival suddenly became a near unsurmountable challenge. The 
International Labour Organization (ILO) predicted in mid-March 2020 that 
25 million people worldwide would lose their jobs as a result of the virus.” 
One month later, the ILO warned that nearly half the global workforce was 
at risk, including 305 million workers with full-time jobs, and 1.6 billion 
workers in the informal sector. The agency estimated that as a result of 
economic closures and lockdowns informal sector workers globally faced a 
drop of 60 percent of income; 81 percent in Africa and the Americas, 21.6 
percent in Asia and the Pacific, and 70 percent in Europe and Central 


Asia.*’ In Latin America, 34 million people lost their jobs due to the 
pandemic, according to the ILO, or some 20 percent of the region’s 
workforce—a rate nearly double the 12 percent job loss worldwide.” But as 
the pandemic stretched into 2021, the ILO had to continuously up its 
estimates of the number of people thrown into unemployment. In January of 
that year, it reported that 255 million workers worldwide had lost their 
jobs.” As I will discuss in the next chapter, some of those made 
unemployed may be absorbed back into the workforce, but under new post- 
pandemic work conditions involving much greater discipline, alienation, 
and exploitation. 

As elsewhere around the world, however, official job loss tells only a 
small portion of the story, given that some two billion people labor in the 
informal sector, meaning that they are not among those formally employed 
(this held true also for those tens, or perhaps hundreds, of millions in the 
rich countries who are considered “self-employed” and outsourced contract 
workers, even though they work for transnational corporate employers, such 
as Uber drivers and grocery deliverers). Some one billion children 
worldwide were affected by school closures. Hundreds of millions of 
transnational migrants and refugees faced the virus with no access to any 
health infrastructure. Prisoners in overcrowded jails the world over, the 
homeless, and those in war zones were sitting ducks for the virus. The story 
of the contagion was a story of the shocking disparities in the degree of risk 
to which different social classes and groups were exposed—risk that 
became overlaid onto already unprecedented levels of global inequality 
going into the pandemic. As the worst of the pandemic passed and 
economic malaise set in, the TCC strived to take advantage of long-term 
mass unemployment and job insecurity to attempt to enhance its class 
power over labor through further discipline and austerity. 

The global working class experienced the pandemic through four 
structural locations. First were hundreds of millions who shifted to 
telework, involving a very significant change in the nature of the labor 
process, as I will discuss in the next chapter. Second were “essential 
workers,” frontline workers who were forced to continue working or felt the 
need to do so out of economic desperation—health care, warehouse and 
delivery, agriculture, meatpacking, food processing, and so on. The 
pandemic had a particularly devastating impact on these informal-sector 


and low-wage workers in essential industries and services. (In the United 
States, for instance, residents earning less than $20,000 annually were twice 
as likely to have lost their job as someone earning over $80,000 a year).”° 
Workers deemed essential were often forced into dangerous work 
arrangements, such as health care workers, who had to labor with 
insufficient personal protective equipment. Third were those workers who 
lost their jobs (or were unemployed to begin with) and faced uncertain 
prospects of recovering employment post-pandemic. And forth were the 
mass of informal sector workers—two billion worldwide. 

The crisis provided agents of the TCC in capitalist states and 
supranational organizations—what I have referred to as transnational state 
(TNS) apparatuses’'—with a lever to force indebted countries in the former 
Third World into a new round of neoliberal reform. “Countries will need to 
implement structural reforms to help shorten the time to recovery,” declared 
World Bank president David Malpass at a virtual meeting of the G20 
finance ministers held in the midst of the pandemic. “For those countries 
that have excessive regulations, subsidies, licensing regimes, trade 
protection, or litigiousness as obstacles, we will work with them to foster 
markets, choice, and faster growth prospects during recovery,” that is, to 
push to further liberate transnational capital from any state or popular class 
constraint.” The International Monetary Fund (IMF) launched a Covid-19 
Financial Assistance and Debt Relief initiative, making available $1 trillion 
in new loans and temporarily suspending servicing of the debt owed to 
multilateral agencies.’ The initiative, however, did not involve any debt 
forgiveness or suspend the accrual of interest, so that countries emerged 
from the pandemic more heavily indebted than going into it—this at a time 
when many countries experienced a sharp drop in foreign exchange receipts 
as commodity prices sunk, remittances from workers abroad sent home 
declined, and the world tourist industry nearly collapsed. 


THE PANDEMIC AND THE GLOBAL POLICE 
STATE 
Governments around the world centralized the response to the pandemic 


and many declared states of emergencies: in effect, imposing what some 
called “medical martial law.” Such centralized coordination may have been 


justified as necessary to confront the health crisis, but centralization of 
emergency powers in authoritarian capitalist states was used to deploy 
police and military forces to contain discontent, heighten surveillance, and 
impose repressive social control—that is, to push forward the global police 
state. By May 2020, at least four billion people were under government 
lockdowns, more than the number of people in the world who have access 
to internet broadband, social media, or indoor safe toilet sanitation.” 

As the world emerged from the contagion, states used what van der Pijl 
referred to as a “bio-political emergency” to further normalize and 
institutionalize state surveillance and repressive control in a way 
reminiscent of the aftermath of the 2001 attacks. In the wake of those 
attacks, 140 countries passed draconian “anti-terrorist” security legislation 
that often made legal the repression of social movements and political 
dissent. The laws remained in place long after the 2001 events. “The 
counterterror laws enacted around the globe represent a dangerous 
expansion of powers to detain and prosecute people, including peaceful 
political opponents,” warmed a 2012 report by Human Rights Watch. “The 
elements that raise grave human rights concerns include overly broad and 
vague definitions of terrorism—such as ‘disrupting the public order’—as 
well as sweeping powers for warrantless search and arrest, the use of secret 
evidence, and immunity for police who abuse the laws.”” As countries 
around the world raced to contain the pandemic, “many are deploying 
digital surveillance tools as a means to exert social control, even turning 
security agency technologies on their own civilians,” noted one New York 
Times article, recalling the experience of 2001. Ratcheting up surveillance 
during an emergency “could permanently open the doors to more invasive 
forms of snooping later,” the newspaper wamed. “Law enforcement 
agencies have access to higher-powered surveillance systems, like fine- 
grained location tracking and facial recognition—technologies that may be 
repurposed to further political agendas like anti-immigration policies.””° 

In country after country, emergency powers were used to selectively ban 
protests on the grounds that they spread the virus, harass dissidents, censor 
journalists, and scapegoat minority groups. At least 158 governments 
imposed restrictions on demonstrations. At the very start of the pandemic in 
Wuhan, Chinese officials silenced doctors who first raised the alarm. In 
Egypt, at least twelve doctors were thrown in jail for criticizing the 


government response to the contagion. Many governments criminalized 
“fake news,” which often meant reports that criticized the ruling groups. 
The Nicaraguan government criminalized any news reporting, pandemic or 
otherwise, that it deemed to “cause alarm, fear, or anxiety.” In Zimbabwe, 
anyone who published or disseminated “false information” about an official 
or that the government deemed to impede its response to the pandemic was 
threatened with jail terms of up to twenty years. Bulgarian authorities 
imposed a harsher lockdown on Romany neighborhoods than on others. The 
Malaysian government blamed migrant workers for the virus, while a UN 
rapporteur charged the Myanmar/Burmese government with stepping up its 
repression of the Rohingyas and other ethnic minorities.” The Russian 
government demanded that the media stop publishing information on the 
virus that it declared to be false. The governments of Turkey, Montenegro, 
and Serbia carried out arrests and fined people who published information 
on social media that “provokes panic and jeopardizes public security.”” 

Throughout Europe, thousands of soldiers were deployed to quarantined 
cities to patrol streets and enforce lockdowns. Even the conservative weekly 
the Economist felt obliged to warn that “armed forces are designed first and 
foremost for killing people, rather than issuing fines on street corners or 
delivering food to supermarkets.”” In Hungary, the far-right authoritarian 
prime minister Viktor Orban sought an open-ended state of emergency that 
would give him powers to bypass parliament and rule by decree.*’ One 
early April 2020 headline banner by the influential publication Foreign 
Policy declared, “Coronavirus and the Dawn of Post-Democratic Europe.”®' 
In Great Britain, a coronavirus bill was rushed through parliament that 
authorized the government to detain and isolate people indefinitely, to ban 
public gatherings, including protests, and to shut down ports and airports 
with little oversight.® 

In the United States the national guard was activated in all fifty states 
(this happened before the anti-racist uprising in the wake of the May 2020 
police murder of George Floyd), and the US Department of Justice secretly 
asked Congress to suspend constitutional rights during the health crisis, 
including the suspension of habeas corpus.* A law passed in New York 
State gave Governor Mario Cuomo unlimited authority to rule by executive 
order and overrule existing regulations during state crises like pandemics 
and hurricanes."* Several states enacted laws to criminalize protest against 


fossil fuels by designating them as “critical infrastructure.”® The State of 
Oregon, among others, imposed a penalty of jail or a $1,200 fine or both for 
those who broke quarantine. President Donald Trump did not invoke the 
Defense Production Act, which authorizes the president to expedite and 
expand the supply of materials and services from the US industrial base in 
response to national defense and other emergencies, to manufacture 
personal protective equipment (PPE), which remained in critically short 
supply throughout most of 2020. Instead, he invoked the act to declare that 
meatpacking workers, many of whom were particularly vulnerable 
immigrants, were “essential,” and to order them back to work under 
hazardous conditions. After workers were forced back to work at a Tyson 
Foods meat processing plant in April in the US state of Iowa, company 
supervisors and managers placed bets among themselves on how many 
employees would catch the virus. Within a month, one thousand workers 
had contracted the virus, and at least six of them died from complications.” 

From Russia to Singapore to South Korea governments around the world 
stepped up surveillance of their populations as the virus became a testbed 
for surveillance capitalism. The Italian, German, Chinese, and Austrian 
governments, among others, put systems in place in coordination with the 
giant tech corporations as the disease spread to analyze smartphone data so 
as to determine to what extent populations were complying with the 
lockdown.*” The Tunisian government deployed robocops—tank-like 
surveillance robots with facial recognition abilities—to patrol streets. One 
video posted to social media appeared to show one of the robots scanning a 
woman’s papers. On the video, the woman is seen rummaging around her 
purse to produce papers.®® Drones were deployed by authorities in some 
parts of the United States, Europe, Australia, China, and elsewhere to patrol 
lockdowns from the skies. The New York City police department deployed 
a fleet of drones to patrol Central Park in search of social-distance violators, 
while in Australia a mechanical voice emitted by drones that flashed the red 
and blue lights of police vehicles broadcast commands from the sky for 
locals to maintain social distancing at all times. The University of Southern 
Australia debuted drones manufactured by the Canadian-based Draganfly, a 
leading drone company, that had the ability to detect fever, cough, 
respiratory and heart rates, and blood pressure from a distance.” 


Some countries required citizens to carry documents verifying their 
“right” to be out of their homes, even if, as in France, they could handwrite 
these documents themselves. The idea seems to have been merely to get 
populations accustomed to producing papers on demand, to ask permission 
to exist in public space. Even in those countries whose lockdowns did not 
require residents to carry paperwork to show permission to be out of home, 
one observer cautioned, “the conditioning still pointed toward a submissive 
permission-oriented model of domestic movement.”” Australians had to 
choose between sixteen authorized “excuses” to be outdoors, while the UK 
government warned that being caught out of home “without a reasonable 
excuse” would trigger a fine that would double with every offense. In Italy, 
local governments captured location data transmitted by residents’ mobile 
phones to determine who was obeying the lockdown order and the typical 
distances they moved each day.”' In South Korea, government agencies 
harnessed surveillance camera footage, smartphone location data, and credit 
card purchases to trace the movements of those infected by the virus. 

The dictatorial Kenyan government went much further, with police 
unleashing a wave of repression against citizens struggling their best to 
obey the lockdown. In downtown Nairobi, police whipped and kicked 
people on the street. In Embakasi, they forced people walking home from 
work to kneel before them, and in the port city of Mombasa, security forces 
teargassed crowds trying to board a ferry home, beating them with batons 
and gun butts, and then forced them to huddle together and lie on top of one 
another. At least thirty people were confirmed to have been killed in the 
state violence in the first six months of the pandemic.” In the Philippines, 
strongman president Rodrigo Duterte issued shoot to kill orders for anyone 
defying the stay-at-home lockdown, while his government stepped up its 
campaign of extrajudicial killing of thousands of supposed criminals.” In 
Israel, the government’s Shin Bet intelligence agency announced it would 
monitor cell phones for citizens’ location data to surveil the movement of 
potentially infected individuals and contact trace them. Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu stated that the method of contact tracing would be the 
same that the government routinely used against “terrorists [read: 
Palestinians].”°* In hundreds of cities in China, the government required 
citizens to use software on their phones that automatically classified each 
person with a color code—tred, yellow, or green—indicating contagion risk 


and determining which people should be quarantined or permitted to enter 
public places like subways. At least thirty other countries issued such 
citizen tracking orders.°° 

In a least a dozen countries in Latin America, the armed forces were 
called out to enforce lockdowns against a labor force that in its majority 
works in the informal sector and could not survive staying at home. In 
Lima, Guatemala City, and elsewhere starving households had to wave 
white flags as if they were surrendering as they broke mandatory lockdowns 
in search of food and supplies. The Peruvian armed forces arrested more 
than eighteen thousand residents for violating the lockdown. The 
Salvadoran government similarly arrested thousands of people for violating 
home quarantine and locked them up in “containment centers” that lacked 
proper hygiene and safety requirements. In Bolivia, the government of 
Jeanine Afiez, which came to power in an illegal coup d’état in October 
2019, used the contagion as a pretext for mass repression of political 
opponents (Afiez was forced to leave office after losing elections held in 
October 2020).*%° All over the region, charged Amnesty International, 
governments turned to “arbitrary, punitive and repressive tactics” to enforce 
compliance with quarantine measures and clamp down on popular protest. 
“Added to the structural challenges and massive social and economic 
divides present prior to the pandemic, these measures only combine to 
perpetuate inequality and discrimination across the continent.””” 

Honduras provided a case study in how the ruling groups used the health 
emergency to legitimate an escalation of state repression. The dictatorial 
regime, put into power by a US-backed coup d’état in 2009, ordered a 
nationwide lockdown enforced by the Honduran military and police. The 
lockdown included the suspension of numerous constitutional guarantees, 
including freedom of expression, freedom of movement, and freedom from 
arbitrary detention. Hundreds of arrests, some of them of known political 
dissidents, were carried out in the first few days of the order. A life and 
death situation spread across Honduras with the closure of street markets 
and roadside vendors. Some 60 percent of all Hondurans live in poverty, 
and a full 70 percent are employed in the informal sector. As in other 
countries around the world, confinement at home was simply not possible 
for this impoverished majority. The repressive lockdown meant that 
millions faced starvation, unable to go out in search of food, assistance, or 


other necessities for survival without risking military and police repression. 
The government used emergency funds to politicize food packages doled 
out to supporters of the ruling National Party. In several municipalities, 
residents who took to the streets to demand relief were met by bullets, tear 
gas, and arrests.” 

The Indian government was particularly vicious in its declaration of a 
state of emergency and mandatory confinement at home. In what was 
arguably the world’s strictest lockdown, hundreds of millions of precarious 
and informal workers who had no choice but to starve or leave home to 
scrape by were met with brutal and humiliating police violence, scenes of 
which were caught on televisions cameras and social media recordings and 
aired around the world. Tens of millions more migrant workers were caught 
by the lockdown far away from their villages. With public transportation 
shut down, they were forced to endure pitiless state repression as they 
marched hundreds of kilometers to get home. Media reports were full of 
stories of extreme dehumanization of these migrant workers, deaths in 
custody, mass arrests, and spraying people with bleach as a disinfectant. 
The state of Karnataka, in but one example, required all individuals during 
the lockdown to send in selfies of themselves at home every hour. Those 
who failed to do so, warned the government, would be sent to mass 
quarantine centers.” As the Indian government escalated its repression it 
targeted human rights organizations, forcing Amnesty International to close 
its offices in the country in September 2020. 

There was little doubt that the pandemic allowed the ruling groups to 
further tighten the global police state. But it also allowed the TCC to 
consolidate its grip over the global economy, especially leading sectors of 
global capital that flourished during the pandemic, as we shall discuss in the 
next chapter. India provides a case study in how repression and TCC control 
came together around the health emergency. In the same month that the 
Indian government forced Amnesty International to close its Indian offices, 
the government drafted an agricultural bill that would open the floodgates 
to transnational agribusiness and devastate millions of farming families. 
Among those pushing the bill was Mukesh Ambani, CEO of the 
transnational conglomerate Reliance Industries, which, in 2017, turned to 
expanding its empire through agricultural investments. Ambani himself, the 
richest man in India, increased his wealth by a staggering $12 million per 


hour during the pandemic. He was not alone. The number of Indian 
billionaires jumped by a quarter in the first six months of the pandemic, and 
the combined wealth of India’s richest surpassed $800 billion, a full one- 
third of the country’s GDP and more than the combined GDP of 
neighboring Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, and Bhutan.'”’ 
Not surprisingly, Ambani increased his wealth by strategic investments that 
Facebook, Google, and other tech giants made into his conglomerate (see 
next chapter). 

The coronavirus was in many respects a blessing in disguise for the TCC 
and its political agents in capitalist states. It came on the heels of mass 
popular protests that swept six continents in fall 2019, as I will discuss in 
chapter three. The contagion forced protesters off the streets momentarily 
and gave states a respite with which to gather their repressive forces and 
deploy them against restive populations. The wave of repression and 
brutality unleashed by these states against their own citizens simply cannot 
be explained by the need for these states to keep them safe. To the contrary, 
the pandemic provided an expedient smokescreen with which to push back 
against the global revolt. India is again revealing. Up to 150 million 
workers went on strike in January 2019, the largest single labor 
mobilization in world history. This was followed later that year by months 
of protest against proposed changes to a citizenship law that would 
discriminate against Muslims. The curfew imposed as the pandemic hit 
conveniently undercut the ongoing civic uprising. When the government 
began to impose strict local lockdowns as the virus spread, it singled out 
neighborhoods identified with the protests. In these areas, heavy police 
barricades locked in residents for weeks. 

Well before the contagion, the agents of the emerging global police state 
had been developing new modalities of policing and repression made 
possible by application of digitalization and fourth industrial revolution 
technologies.'°' The global police state was on full display around the world 
during the pandemic. Now, the post-pandemic world will see more 
inequality, conflict, militarism, and authoritarianism than previously, and 
the ruling groups will come to depend more and more on their repressive 
apparatuses to maintain control. In the aftermath of the pandemic there will 
be new waves of mass migration to richer regions of those who lost their 
livelihoods and, along with it, an escalation of state repression against 


migrants and refugees, of racial and ethnic tensions, and of right-wing 
nationalism. The gravest danger is that in the face of mass struggle 
unleashed by the crisis the ruling classes will use the pandemic even after it 
has passed as a smokescreen to consolidate a global police state.'°* As I will 
discuss in the next chapter, the expanding global police state is fused into a 
new round of worldwide capitalist restructuring based on a digitalization. 
Early on in the pandemic former army general Stanley McChrystal recalled 
how “digital leadership” became crucial for the military high command of 
which he formed a part at the height of the US intervention in Iraq in the 
early 2000s. “Though units and leaders moved constantly across the 
battlefield, a vast majority of our interactions were by videoconference,” he 
noted. “We became the military’s ultimate remote-work force.” Those 
“lessons of 9/11,” he advised, should be applied in the post-pandemic world 
to the massive shift to remote work and should be embraced as 
permanent.’ 


GLOBAL CAPITALISM’S LEGITIMACY CRISIS 


The pandemic heightened international geopolitical tensions, most 
spectacularly between China and the United States, as the Trump 
administration blamed Beijing for spreading the contagion in what was a 
clumsy attempt to deflect attention from its own negligence in managing the 
health crisis. International tensions derive from the very dynamics of global 
capitalism, and they will escalate dangerously in the post-pandemic world. 
However, an outdated nation-state/ interstate mode of analysis that 
attributes such tensions to national rivalry and competition among national 
capitalist classes for international economic control is of limited utility, as I 
have analyzed at length elsewhere.'™ US policy toward China in recent 
years, including during the Trump years, sought to open China up to 
transnational capital—to break with continued state control over the 
financial system, to allow foreign investors more than a 49 percent share in 
corporate ownership, to remove trade restrictions, and so on. “The Chinese 
state has long been an important player in mediating the political and 
economic conditions necessary to help transform and expand global 
capitalism into a vast global value chain network,” notes political scientist 
Ronald Cox with regard to US-China tensions. The battle over the 


extraction of surplus value from the China market, in Cox’s view, is “at the 
center of the latest crisis of neoliberal capitalism.” Competition among 
transnational interest blocs within the China market “has intensified under 
the current dynamics of global capitalist accumulation.” Far from a 
decoupling, US-China financial integration actually accelerated during the 
Trump years, even in 2020 in the midst of the pandemic. In that year, US- 
based investors held $1.1 trillion in equity issued by Chinese-based 
companies.'° 

Geopolitical frictions, including those surrounding US-China and US- 
Russia relations, are used to justify rising military budgets and stoke 
conflicts that open up opportunities for militarized accumulation. However, 
there is another fundamental dynamic at work. International tensions derive 
from an acute political contradiction in global capitalism: economic 
globalization takes place within a nation-state-based system of political 
authority. To put this in technical terms, there is a contradiction between the 
accumulation function and the legitimacy function of national states. That 
is, the national state faces a contradiction between the need to promote 
transnational capital accumulation in its territory and the need to achieve 
political legitimacy and stabilize the domestic social order. Attracting 
transnational corporate and financial investment to the national territory 
requires providing capital with all the incentives associated with 
neoliberalism, such as downward pressure on wages, deregulation, low or 
no taxes, privatization, investment subsidies, fiscal austerity, and on so. The 
result is rising inequality, impoverishment, and insecurity for working and 
popular classes, precisely the conditions that throw states into crises of 
legitimacy, destabilize national political systems, and jeopardize elite 
control. International frictions escalate as states, in their efforts to retain 
legitimacy, seek to sublimate social and political tensions and to keep the 
social order from fracturing. This sublimation may involve channeling 
social unrest toward scapegoated communities, such as immigrants in the 
United States (this is one key function of racism), or an external enemy, 
such as China or Russia, to again take the case of the United States. 

The larger theoretical backdrop to this discussion is how politics, 
including geopolitics, may overdetermine economics. The state’s efforts to 
resolve the crisis of legitimacy and stabilize the social order runs up against 
the accumulation strategies pursued by the TCC and capitalists’ efforts in 


each country of the world to shift the burden of the crisis onto working and 
popular classes. In its attempt to secure legitimacy and assure the 
reproduction of the social order as a whole, the capitalist state can and often 
does impose restraint on capital or push the process of capital accumulation 
in certain directions. Yet such imposition runs up against the selfsame 
capitalist state’s drive to promote (transnational) capital accumulation. As 
discussed by the French philosopher Louis Althusser, over-determination 
refers to how multiple forces within a larger unity that are often 
contradictory or opposed to one another are active in any given political 
situation.'°’ Most observers, fixed as they are in a state-centrism and a 
nation-state/ interstate framework of analysis that attributes global political 
dynamics to capitalist competition among nation-states, fail to see how the 
political contradictions generated by the legitimacy crisis—in this case, the 
political dynamics of the pandemic—feed back into economics. For 
instance, in the face of the Trump administration’s anti-China stance, US- 
based transnational corporations were hesitant to swap board seats with 
Chinese-based firms with which they were cross-invested. Their hesitancy 
was not due to intercorporate competition but because they feared that 
Trump’s political rhetoric over China would bring them _ political 
difficulties. In this way, politics became overdetermined.'” 

On the other hand, global capitalism pits nationally constrained workers 
against one another and sets up the conditions for the TCC to manipulate 
the crises of state legitimacy and the international tensions generated by this 
contradiction. The problem of the relationship between capital and the state 
in the capitalist system is rooted in a more expansive theoretical matter, that 
of the relationship of the political to the economic, which I cannot take up 
here. Suffice it to observe that the relationship between economics and 
politics, between capital and political operatives and elites, is mediated in 
complex ways and is often tension-ridden. The capitalist state is not a mere 
instrument of capital, and its policies may contradict those of specific 
capitalist groups or of capital as a whole. The capitalist state does form a 
unity with capital, but we cannot collapse the two into one, just as the 
political and the economic are a unity that cannot be collapsed into one. 
Capital has the sole objective of maximizing accumulation, but capitalist 
states have the contradictory mandate I mentioned above. 


The point is that we can expect the contradictions I am discussing here to 
intensify in the post-pandemic world. Splits and infighting will escalate 
within and among ruling groups everywhere, as they search for ways to 
retain legitimacy and maintain order. The drive by the capitalist state to 
externalize the political fallout of the crisis increases the danger that 
international tensions will lead to war. Historically, wars have pulled the 
capitalist system out of crisis, while serving to deflect attention from 
political tensions and problems of legitimacy. At first glance, policies and 
politics under crisis-ridden conditions are bewildering, unstable, and 
seemingly contradictory. The astute political sociologist must know how to 
make sense out of what may appear bewildering, to think dialectically, to 
see how contradictions play themselves out in unpredictable ways, to 
distinguish between surface appearance and underlying essence in the social 
phenomena we are studying. All this is important not just as an intellectual 
exercise, but because the more we understand our reality the better 
positioned we are to intervene in it. 

Depending on how social and political struggles play out, structural 
crises like the one that began in 2008 may expand into the third type of 
crisis, a systemic crisis, meaning that the crisis must be resolved by moving 
beyond the existing socioeconomic system, in this case capitalism. Whether 
a structural crisis becomes a systemic crisis depends on a host of political 
and subjective factors that cannot be predicted beforehand. What is clear is 
that mass popular struggles against the depredations of global capitalism are 
now conjoined with those around the aftermath of the health emergency. 
While the ruling groups deploy the new technologies to enhance their 
control and profit-making, this same technical infrastructure of the fourth 
industrial revolution is producing the resources in which a political and 
economic system very different from the global capitalism in which we live 
could be achieved. If we are to free ourselves through these new 
technologies, however, we would first need to overthrow the oppressive and 
retrograde social relations of global capitalism. Let us turn to the 
restructuring of global capitalism now underway through a more advanced 
digitalization, a process that has been accelerated by the pandemic. 


CHAPTER TWO 


DIGITALIZED DICTATORSHIP: THE 
TRANSFORMATION OF GLOBAL 
CAPITALISM 


In The Communist Manifesto, Karl Marx and Frederick Engels famously 
declared that “all that is solid melts into air” under the dizzying pace of 
change wrought by capitalism. Not since the Industrial Revolution of the 
eighteenth century has the world experienced such rapid and profound 
change as that ushered in by globalization. But now it appears that the 
system is at the brink of another round of restructuring and transformation 
based on a much more advanced digitalization of the entire global economy 
and society. This restructuring had already become evident in the wake of 
the 2008 Great Recession. But the changing social and economic conditions 
brought about by the coronavirus pandemic have catalyzed an acceleration 
of the process. These conditions have helped a new bloc of transnational 
capital led by the giant tech companies and financial conglomerates to 
amass ever greater power during the pandemic and to consolidate its control 
over the commanding heights of the global economy. As restructuring 
proceeds, it will heighten the concentration of capital worldwide, worsen 
social inequality, and aggravate international tensions. Enabled by digital 
applications, the ruling groups, unless they are pushed to change course by 
mass pressure from below, will turn to ratcheting up the global police state 
to contain social upheavals. 

The emerging post-pandemic capitalist paradigm is based on a 
digitalization and application of so-called fourth industrial revolution 
technologies. The new wave of technological development is made possible 
by a more advanced information technology. There is a growing body of 


literature that examines the new technologies and their varied impacts, too 
vast to reference here. In this chapter, I set out to build on and branch off 
from those works that focus on capitalist restructuring, most notably, that of 
Nick Srnicek, who, in 2016, published Platform Capitalism, an analysis of 
the rise to prominence of a small number of monopolistic “platform” 
companies such Facebook, Google, Apple, Siemens, and Uber, among 
others, and how they interact with the rest of the economy.’ Led by artificial 
intelligence (AI) and the collection, processing, and analysis of immense 
amount of data (“big data”), the emerging technologies include machine 
learning, automation and robotics, nano- and biotechnology, the Internet of 
Things (loT), quantum and cloud computing, 3D printing, virtual reality, 
new forms of energy storage, and autonomous vehicles, among others. 
Computer and information technology (CIT), first introduced in the 1980s, 
provided the original basis for globalization. It allowed the transnational 
capitalist class (TCC) to coordinate and synchronize global production 
sequences and, therefore, to put into place a globally integrated production 
and financial system into which every country has become incorporated. 
Just as the original introduction of CIT and the internet in the late twentieth 
century profoundly transformed world capitalism, this second generation of 
digital-based technologies is leading to a new round of worldwide 
restructuring that promises to have another transformative impact of the 
structures of the global economy, society, and polity. 


THE SECOND DIGITAL AGE 


Technological change is generally associated with cycles of capitalist crisis 
and social and political turmoil; indeed, digitalization has been spurred on 
by capitalist crisis. As I discussed in the previous chapter, the restructuring 
crisis of the 1970s led to globalization and the rise of a TCC from the 1980s 
onward. If “the handmill gives you a society with the feudal lord and the 
steam-mill gives you society with the industrial capitalist,” A Sivanandan 
famously noted in the late twentieth century, “the microchip gives you 
society with the global capitalist.”* The first generation of capitalist 
globalization from the 1980s onward was based on simple digitalization— 
the so-called third industrial revolution that was proceeded by the first such 
revolution, based on steam power to mechanize production, and the second, 


based on electrical power that led to mass production. What distinguishes 
the fourth from the third revolution is a fusion of the new technologies and 
the blurring of lines between physical, digital, and biological worlds.* There 
has been astounding progress in recent years in these new digital 
technologies, which are evolving at an exponential rather than linear rate. 
These technologies vastly enhance our physical and mental powers as a 
species. Their deployment in the midst of the pandemic signals an inflection 
point. Digitalization since its inception exhibits a network effect in so far as 
the gamut of human activities and social relations become plugged into the 
same ultimate language of streams of bits—that is, into ones and zeros. We 
are approaching a situation, or may well have arrived at it, in which every 
person on the planet is connected—for the most part directly, although 
everyone indirectly—through a single common digital network. Already by 
2015 more than 30 percent of the global population was using social media 
platforms. By 2019, there were 5.2 billion smartphones in operation 
worldwide and more than half the planet was online.* 

It is hard to underestimate just how rapid and extensive is the current 
digital restructuring of the global economy and society. According to 
United Nations data,’ the “sharing economy” will surge from $14 billion in 
2014 to $335 billion by 2025. Worldwide shipments of 3D printers more 
than doubled in 2016, to over 450,000, and were expected to reach 6.7 
million by the end of 2020. The global value of e-commerce is estimated to 
have reached $29 trillion in 2017, which is equivalent to 36 percent of 
global GDP. In that year, 277 million people made cross-border purchases 
through e-commerce. In 2019, digitally deliverable service exports 
amounted to $2.9 trillion, or 50 percent of global services exports. By 2019, 
global internet traffic was sixty-six times the volume of the entire global 
internet traffic in 2005, whereas global internet protocol (IP) traffic, a proxy 
for data flows, grew from about 100 gigabytes (GB) per day in 1992 to 
more than 45,000 GB per second in 2017. Yet the world is only in the early 
days of the data-driven economy; by 2022, global IP traffic is projected to 
reach 150,700 GB per second, fueled by more and more people coming 
online for the first time and by the expansion of the IoT. 

If the first generation of capitalist globalization from the 1980s on 
involved the creation of a globally integrated production and financial 
system, since 2008, the new wave of digitalization and the rise of platforms 


have facilitated a very rapid transnationalization of digital-based services. 
By 2017, services accounted for some 70 percent of the total gross world 
product and included communications, informatics, digital and platform 
technology, e-commerce, financial services, professional and technical 
work, and a host of other nontangible products, such as film and music.° 
This shift worldwide to a service-based economy based on the widespread 
introduction of fourth industrial technologies brings about a sea change in 
the structure of capitalist production toward the centrality of knowledge to 
the production of goods and services. This has involved the increasing 
dominance of intangible capital (literally, capital that is not physical in 
nature), what has alternatively been called “intellectual capital,” 
“intellectual property,” and “immaterial production,” along with the 
associated concept of immaterial labor, cognitive labor, and knowledge 
workers, in reference to workers involved in immaterial production. 

The shift has involved an ongoing reversal in the relationship of tangible 
to intangible capital since the late twentieth century—a reversal that 
accelerated in the aftermath of the 2008 Great Recession, and now in the 
wake of the pandemic has sped up seemingly exponentially. From an 
historic pattern in which tangible capital accounted for 80 percent of 
corporate value, by the mid-2010s intangible capital accounted for over 80 
percent of value for the average corporation (we should note that financial 
assets, such as stocks and bonds, which derive their value from contractual 
claims, are considered tangible assets).’ Graph one illustrates this reversal 
for the S&P 500 companies. To state this another way, intangible capital 
now drives material production. As the core of the global economy comes 
to be based on intangible capital and trade in services, the TCC—led by 
tech capital—has lobbied capitalist states to negotiate a new legal order and 
global trade regime that commodifies knowledge through copyrights, 
trademarks, and patents under the rubric of “intellectual property rights” 
and new digital trade rules. International trade negotiations began in 2013 
for a Trade in Services Agreement and continued into the pandemic.’ If 
earlier free trade agreements sought to bring down all barriers to the free 
movement of capital within and across borders, more recent negotiations 
have sought to remove remaining national regulations and public control of 
services, including finance, utilities, infrastructure, transportation, data, 
health, and education, in the drive to lift any barriers to trade in services 


(including e-commerce) and to protect intangible capital and _ its 
“intellectual property.” 

The coronavirus pandemic has spotlighted how essential digital services 
have become to the global economy. But more than shine this spotlight, the 
pandemic and its aftermath, to the extent that it accelerates digital 
restructuring, can be expected to result in a vast expansion of reduced-labor 
or laborless digital services, including all sorts of new _ telework 
arrangements, drone delivery, cash-free commerce, fintech (digitalized 
finance), tracking and other forms of surveillance, automated medical and 
legal services, and remote teaching involving prerecorded instruction. The 
pandemic has boosted the efforts of the giant tech companies and their 
political agents to convert more and more areas of the economy into these 
new digital realms. The tech giants flourished during the contagion, as their 
digital services became essential to the pandemic economy, as hundreds of 
millions of workers worldwide moved to remote work at home or through 
enhanced platforms or engaged in digitally driven service work, and as in 
person services were replaced by remote digital services. The post- 
pandemic global economy now involves a more rapid and expansive 
application of digitalization to every aspect of global society, including war 
and repression. 


Percentage of S&P Tangible and Intangible Assets, 1975-2018 
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The breakdown at the height of the pandemic of globally dispersed 
supply chains, so emblematic of globalization, led many to predict a wave 
of diversification in these supply chains, “de-globalization,” and the 
reshoring of production and supply chains that had previously been 
offshored. Globalization scholars Manfred Steger and Paul James show how 
the levelling off of cross-border trade in goods and a dip in cross-border 
financial flows after the 2008 crisis was more than compensated for by a 
massive increase in global digital connection, so that instead of 
deglobalization there is a shift from “embodied globalization,” by which 
they mean the physical mobility of human beings, and “object-related 
globalization,” which refers to the mobility of physical objects, to what they 
term “disembodied globalization,’ which pertains to intangible global 
transactions, such as those I am here documenting.° 


In any event, it is highly doubtful that reshoring will somehow bring 
back to rich countries stable, high-skilled, and high-paying industrial and 
postindustrial jobs, given that the relocation back to the core centers of the 
global economy will involve high levels of automation, as I discuss below. 
(As a side note, reshoring, or “de-globalization,” does not mean that capital 
ceases to be transnational.'’ It is transnational capital that relocates from 
one place to another as the geography of global capitalism is continuously 
reconfigured). The flip side of reshoring to rich counties is the automation 
of plants that were offshored. Sweatshops that largely employ young 
women in cheap labor zones around the world, perhaps the archetypical 
image of the global economy, may become rarer, as the low-skilled and 
repetitive labor that these sweatshops employ are exactly the type of tasks 
that are easily automated. As early as 2012, following a wave of strikes that 
year by its workers in China, Foxcomm, the Taiwanese-based conglomerate 
that assembles iPads and other electronic devices, announced that it would 
replace one million workers with robots. In fact, official Chinese statistics 
report a decline of thirty million manufacturing jobs from 1996 to 2014, 25 
percent of the total, even as manufacturing output increased by over 70 
percent.” 

On the other hand, digitalization drives the expansion of cross-border 
services, as electronic offshoring, unlike the overseas relocation of 
production facilities, is virtually frictionless and does not add transportation 
and other ancillary costs, such as customs charges. By 2016, the production 
of CIT goods and services represented 6.5 percent of global GDP and one 
hundred million people were employed in the CIT service sector.'* When 
work is carried out remotely, it does not matter where it is performed. The 
surge in investment in remote working during the pandemic opens the door 
to increased trade in digital services. Yet even for services, new digital 
technologies, such as interactive voice response systems, are reducing the 
requirement for direct person-to-person communication and may lead to the 
automation of call centers around the world. In the coming years, we may 
see a mix of reshoring to rich countries and increased automation in areas 
that became labor-intensive industrial processing zones and service centers, 
such as China’s Guangdong Province. In the long run, it may be that 
offshoring is a historical way station on the road to automation. 


Anecdotes from around the world on new waves of digitalization and 
automation are as fascinating as they are frightening. In Japan, seven-foot 
robots that stack convenience store shelves have been introduced in the 
midst of the pandemic to two popular store franchises, FamilyMart and 
Lawson. Unlike earlier retail robots introduced in the United States by 
Walmart to scan shelf inventory or by warehouses in which the robots pick 
up and deposit the same things from the same place in repetitive operations, 
the Japanese robots can grasp different shapes and sizes and place them into 
different locations as they move about the store. The robots are controlled 
by a “human pilot” operating in virtual reality, who is not present in the 
store, can operate multiple robots, and may, in fact, physically be anywhere 
on the planet. According to one spokesperson for Telexistence, the Japanese 
startup that developed the robot, workers who control the robots can be 
hired from overseas in places that offer lower labor costs.'” 


Evolution of Global Market of Internet of Things (in $ billions) 
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economy report 2019: value creation and capture, implications for developing countries, 
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As impressive as the take-off of the new round of digitalization appears, 
this second digital age, to reiterate, is still in its infancy. For instance, 
blockchain technologies, or “distributed ledger technologies,” that allow 
multiple parties to engage in secure transactions without any intermediaries, 
including financial transactions, had barely gotten off the ground by 2020. 
Blockchain first became known in the 2010s as the technology that made 
cryptocurrencies, such as Bitcoin, possible and will constitute the 
technological infrastructure for a more general shift to digital money in the 
future (as the use of digital currency spreads, it will bring us closer to 
dethroning the domination of the dollar, but that is a story for elsewhere). In 
fact, blockchain business value is expected to explode toward the end of the 
2020s, reaching an estimated $3 trillion by the end of the decade.'* The 
truly momentous effects of big data are yet to be felt. Big data exploded 
onto the scene in the early twenty-first century. In 2000, only one-quarter of 
the world’s stored information was digitalized, but by 2013 only 2 percent 
of all stored information was nondigital. One 2017 IBM report noted that 
2.5 quadrillion bytes of data were created every day in that year, and that 
“90 percent of the data in the world today has been created in the last two 
years alone.” 


Global Internet Protocol Traffic (in Gb per second) 
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Much of fourth industrial revolution technology central to the digital 
restructuring of global capitalism is dependent for its widespread 
introduction on 5G (fifth generation broadband technology), which first 
began rolling out in 2019 and can be considered the essential underlying 
infrastructure (along with cloud computing) for the second digital age. 
Rolled out in the 1980s, the first commercial automated cellular network, 
1G, enabled voice calls between mobile technologies. This analog 
technology was replaced by the digitalized 2G network in the 1990s, which 
made text messaging possible. In the 2000s, 3G opened up the transmission 
of data and made smartphones possible. In the following decade, 4G further 
optimized data transmission and enabled streaming video. Now, the greater 
bandwidth of 5G makes possible higher download speeds (up to 10 gigabits 
per second) that are required for the emerging digital technologies, in 
particular, the IoT (machine to machine connections), blockchain, and the 
much more rapid and extensive collection and processing of data. Closely 


correlated with 5G technology is cloud computing necessary to store and 
process the vast new quantities of data, including for a wide range of e- 
commerce and applications that allow for remote work. Cloud computing 
experienced a rapid expansion during the pandemic, accounting for 10 
percent of all technology spending and attracted tens of billions of dollars in 
corporate investment.'® 


THE NEW CAPITAL BLOC 


The era of globalization has involved an ongoing radical transformation in 
the modalities of producing and appropriating surplus value, a 
transformation hastened first by the 2008 crisis and now again by the 
pandemic. At the center of global restructuring are the giant tech 
companies, among them Microsoft, Apple, Amazon, Tencent, Alibaba, and 
Facebook. These companies experienced astonishing growth in the 2010s. 
Added now to the earlier tech behemoths are Zoom, Netflix, and other 
companies boosted by the pandemic, as well as tech firms like Taiwan 
Semiconductor Manufacturing (TSM), whose expansion and market 
capitalization was ballooning even before the contagion. Zoom daily users 
jumped by 3000 percent in the first four months of the pandemic.’’ In 2020, 
Apple and Microsoft registered an astounding market capitalization of $1.4 
trillion each in early 2020, on the eve of the pandemic. By the end of that 
year, this figure had jumped to $2.08 trillion and $1.63 trillion, respectively. 
Amazon’s capitalization stood at $1.04 trillion going into the pandemic and 
had climbed to $1.58 trillion by the end of 2020. Alphabet (Google’s parent 
company) registered a $1.2 trillion capitalization, Samsung $983 billion, 
Facebook $779 billion, and Alibaba and Tencent some $700 billion each.'® 
To give an idea of just how rapidly these tech behemoths have grown, 
Google’s market capitalization went from under $200 billion in 2008 to 
over one $1 trillion in 2020, or a 500 percent increase over the decade.”° 
Meanwhile, in just two years, from 2015 to 2017, the combined value of the 
platform companies with a market capitalization of more than $100 million 
jumped by 67 percent, to more than $7 trillion.*° It must be stressed that 
both the pace of change and the magnitude of global capital is simply 
without precedent, so that these figures and others identified in this book 
are bound to be outdated even before this study reaches my readers. 


The cluster of giant tech firms that generate, extract, and process data 
have absorbed enormous amounts of cash from transnational investors from 
around the world who, desperate for new investment opportunities, have 
poured billions of dollars into the tech and platform companies as an outlet 
for their surplus accumulated capital. Annual investment in CIT jumped 
from $17 billion in 1970 to $65 billion in 1980, then to $175 billion in 
1990, $496 billion in 2000, and $654 billion in 2016, topped $800 billion in 
2019, and then predictably spiked again during the pandemic, approaching 
$1 trillion by the end of 2020.*' As capitalists invest these billions, the 
global banking and investment houses become interwoven with tech capital, 
as do businesses across the globe that are moving to cloud computing and 
artificial intelligence. Moreover, the tech giants are purchasing bonds 
floated by transnational corporations in other sectors of the global economy 
as a way to hedge their enormous financial assets across a range of 
investments.” By the second decade of the century, the global economy 
came to be characterized above all by the twin processes of digitalization 
and financialization. 

Data shows that from the 1980s onward, those corporations that 
transitioned to CIT were dramatically more productive than their 
competitors, managing to resolve the so-called “productivity paradox,” 
whereby the growth in productivity notably slowed starting in 1973, the 
date of the onset of a structural crisis and subsequent globalization.** As a 
result the center of gravity in the circuits of accumulation began to shift 
toward those corporations developing and producing CIT. Digitalization is a 
“general purpose technology,” meaning that, like electricity, it spreads 
throughout all branches of the economy and society and becomes built into 
everything. Those who control the development and application of digital 
technologies acquire newfound social power and political influence. As this 
process deepens, those TCC groups that control general digitalization 
develop new modalities for organizing the extraction of relative surplus 
value and increasing productivity at an exponential rate. Hence, the new 
technologies disrupt existing value chains and generate a reorganization 
among sectors of capital and fractions of the capitalist class. They allow the 
tech giants and digitalized finance capital to appropriate ever-greater shares 
of the value generated by global circuits of accumulation. 


In this process there emerge new configurations and blocs of capital. The 
rise of the digital economy involves a fusion of Silicon Valley with 
transnational finance capital—US bank investment in tech, for instance, 
increased by 180 percent from 2017 to 2019**—and the military-industrial- 
security complex, giving rise to a new bloc of capital that appears to be at 
the very core of the emerging post-pandemic paradigm. This new bloc is 
emerging even more powerful than it was going into the health emergency, 
spurring a vast new centralization and concentration of capital on a global 
scale. At the head of this bloc, the tech behemoths are larger financial 
entities than most countries in the world and are able to wield enormous 
influence over capitalist states. New York state governor Mario Cuomo 
showcased this emerging capital-state relation in early May 2020, when he 
appointed three tech billionaires, Eric Schmidt of Google, Apple, and 
Facebook, former Microsoft CEO Bill Gates, and Michael Bloomberg, to 
head up a Blue Ribbon Commission to come up with plans to outsource 
public schools, hospitals, policing, and other public services to private tech 
companies.” Such “public-private partnerships” privatize to capital 
traditional state functions, while converting public funds into corporate 
subsidies. 

While it is true that US- and Chinese-based corporations dominate the 
global tech sector, I have shown in my earlier research, and more recently 
sociologist Peter Phillips has documented in his study Giants: The Global 
Power Elite,*® how transnational capital has become so interpenetrated that 
there are no major concentrations of capital outside of the interconnected 
mass. Moreover, there are now hundreds of up-and-coming tech firms from 
around the world that have prospered during the pandemic and can be 
expected to expand rapidly as restructuring proceeds. Rather than referring 
to nations, by the new bloc I am alluding to the cutting edge of 
accumulation that is what is most at the inner core of global circuits of 
accumulation central to the very generation of value. As digitalization 
disrupts previously established value chains, these new clusters and 
branches of capital become amalgamated, and as these new clusters and 
branches of capital become amalgamated, this shift toward the new bloc is 
captured by the notion of center of gravity. While the contours of this new 
bloc were already in focus before the pandemic, the contagion accelerated 
the shift in the leading edge of accumulation. Entire industries, from 


airlines, leisure and hotel, miall-based retail establishments, and 
entertainment companies, such as movie theaters, were forced to downsize 
and even suspend operations during the pandemic, while simultaneously the 
opportunities for the emerging bloc of capital expanded dramatically. 
Emblematic of the sudden windfall to tech capital afforded by the 
pandemic and of how the new bloc is becoming the center of gravity of 
global accumulation is the case of Draganfly corporation, a Canadian-based 
manufacturer of military and civilian drones. According to one 2020 report: 


Like the rest of the world, Canadian drone maker Draganfly has been 
anxiously watching the spread of the novel coronavirus. And when 
COVID-19 cases started springing up across Washington nursing 
homes in mid-February, the team began brainstorming. By March, 
Draganfly had licensed the machine vision and AI tech needed to 
offer social distancing and health monitoring services from the air. 
Demand to test the technology was ‘insatiable,’ not just from 
government and law enforcement, but also from health care, airline, 
cruise, hospitality, theme park, and other commercial industries. By 
mid-April, the police department in Westport, Connecticut had a pilot 
underway, the first of its kind in the U.S. [Company spokesperson] 
Chell says Draganfly has been ‘inundated’ with requests from other 
jurisdictions, while the numbers on the private side ‘are even more 
prolific. As federal and local governments wrestle with the 
coronavirus pandemic—from tracking the spread of COVID-19 to 
gauging when to lift restrictions—everyone is taking a closer look at 
autonomous technologies like drones and robots.*’ 


Similarly, in conjunction with the tech sector, the pandemic presented the 
global medical and pharmaceutical industry with numerous potential 
windfalls. It is predicted that global digital health revenue from various 
forms of telemedicine and related services will rise from $350 billion in 
2019 to over $600 billion in 2024, as the global multitrillion-dollar health 
care market becomes restructured through digitalization. Billions in equity 
funding flowed into private digital health corporations as equity investment 
doubled during 2020 alone.*® Propelled forward by digitalization, 
biotechnology stands at the cutting edge of the fourth industrial revolution. 


Developments in biotechnology and bioengineering came together “with a 
host of complex sensory mechanisms to bring about a significant shift in the 
life sciences,” notes Timothy Erik Strom. He continues: “Building on the 
constitutive forces that enabled the origin of cybernetic capitalism in the 
military-industrial complex of the Second World War, the rise of biotech 
brought a tighter weave to the alliance between state-induced research, 
corporate power over technology, and finance capital, with the combination 
radically altering humanity’s relationship with the natural world.”” 

In 2010, Craig Venter, the CEO of the biotech company Celera 
Genomics announced that he had created “the first self-replicating species 
on the planet whose parent is a computer.” For first time ever, he explained, 
a private biotech company assembled out of computer information real 
DNA that was then used to create a new virus—that is, to create a new life 
form out of inorganic material. Venter defined the technology as “synthetic 
genomics.” It would “start in the computer in the digital world from 
digitized biology and make new DNA constructs for very specific 
purposes,” that is, for commercial purposes.’ Synthetic genomics, in turn, 
has been combined with another area of biotechnology, “gain of function” 
research, which as I discussed in the previous chapter, starts with an already 
existing life form and modifies its structure. The pharmaceutical industry 
stands to cash in massively on diseases and new therapies made possible 
through such biotechnology breakthroughs. Early in the pandemic, Gilead 
Sciences, a biotech/pharmaceutical company, developed a prototype drug, 
Remdesivir, as a therapeutic aid (not a vaccine) for treating Covid-19 
patients. The drug gained notoriety after it was used to treat US president 
Donald Trump when he caught the virus in October 2020. The company’s 
stock price surged after the WHO commended the experimental drug early 
on in the pandemic.** 

In the absurdly perverse world of capitalism, everything that occurs in 
society, including vaccines against Covid-19 and other biotechnology 
breakthroughs, must be subjected to the logic of capital accumulation. So 
long as this is the case, humanity will be simply unable to benefit from the 
enormous opportunities opened up by new biotechnologies. Cancer, 
hepatitis C, heart disease, and a host of other deadly ailments are banes for 
hundreds of millions of people. Yet the treatment of these diseases 
constitutes a multitrillion-dollar industry, immensely profitable for 


pharmaceutical companies, private hospitals, and manufacturers of medical 
equipment, among others. Preventative medicine is simply not profitable. 
The treasure chest to capital lies in treatments that simply slow the decline 
in the health of patients or ameliorate symptoms without eliminating the 
underlying causes of pathologies or in creating additional patients so as to 
convert them into lifetime customers. There are now antiretroviral drugs 
that treat people for the symptoms of HIV, yet the virus continues to spread 
throughout the world, as do such diseases as malaria and tuberculosis, even 
as the global cosmetic surgery market is expected to surpass $40 billion by 
2025,** and each year US citizens spend tens of millions of dollars on 
plastic surgery for their pets.** Revolutionary breakthroughs in health care 
are only available to the rich through the prism of medicine for profit. New 
medical technologies are now capable of restoring hearing to the deaf, sight 
to the blind, and providing robotic limbs to quadriplegics, but the majority 
are locked out of these medical miracles. 

Goldman Sachs, one of the biggest investment houses in the world, 
displayed this impeccable logic of capital, warning in 2018 report that gene 
therapies that cure diseases were bad for business. The report referenced 
Gilead Sciences, the biotech/pharmaceutical company that developed a 
treatment for hepatitis C, which achieved cure rates of more than 90 
percent. The company’s US sales for the treatment, observed the report, 
peaked at $12.5 billion in 2015, but then steadily fell: 


Is curing patients a sustainable business model? The potential to 
deliver ‘one shot cures’ is one of the most attractive aspects of gene 
therapy, genetically-engineered cell therapy and gene editing. 
However, such treatments offer a very different outlook with regard 
to recurring revenue versus chronic therapies. While the proposition 
offers tremendous value for patients and society, it could represent a 
challenge for genome medicine developers looking for sustained 
cash flows. ... [Gilead Sciences] is a case in point, where the success 
of its hepatitis C franchise has gradually exhausted the available pool 
of treatable patients. In the case of infectious diseases such as 
hepatitis C, curing existing patients also decreases the number of 
carriers able to transmit the virus to new patients, thus the incident 
pool also declines. ... Where an incident pool remains stable (e.g., in 


cancer) the potential for a cure poses less risk to the sustainability of 
a franchise.“ 


The digital restructuring of global capitalism is driven by big data, which 
exploded onto the scene in the early twenty-first century. As mentioned 
above, in 2000, only one-quarter of the world’s stored information was 
digitalized, but, by 2013, only 2 percent of all stored information was 
nondigital. One 2017 IBM report noted that 2.5 quadrillion bytes of data 
were created every day in that year, and that “90 percent of the data in the 
world today has been created in the last two years alone.”* This 
“datafication” was not merely in terms of size but also in the ability to 
quantify aspects of the world not previously quantified, such as location 
information captured, amassed, and processed through GPS satellite 
systems. Previously, information was chiefly captured through sampling as 
a Statistical method first introduced in the late nineteenth century that 
involved a random sample followed by inference to the population universe. 
But, now, as Cukier and Mayer-Schoenberger observe, big data involves 
collecting all the data of the entire population in concern, that is, we are 
shifting from sampling data to “data-n,” to use the terminology of 
statistics.°° Data is becoming an immensely valuable asset and the lifeblood 
of the digital economy. The firms that control big data are able to exercise 
decisive influence over the economy as a whole, including feeding into 
machines (artificial intelligence) the data necessary for the algorithms that 
drive production and commerce. As this process deepens, algorithms 
increasingly organize the circuits of capital accumulation. 

In her study The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, Shoshona Zuboff of the 
Harvard Business School shows how data extraction and analysis has 
reached a height of ubiquity unimaginable only a few years ago. But her 
liberal analysis is concerned with how “raw surveillance capitalism” 
supposedly distorts the competitive market—that surveillance through data 
is a rogue form that has undermined a happier era of “democratic 
capitalism” and “market democracy.” Unregulated data, in her view, is “a 
threat to capitalism itself” that can be addressed by regulation. But 
advanced digitalization and surveillance through big data is not some 
rupture with an earlier capitalism. As we have seen, far from an aberration, 
it springs from the “normal” dynamics of capital accumulation and 


contradictions internal to capitalist development.” Moreover, along with 


new opportunities for corporate profit-making, big data immensely 
enhances the social control powers of both states and capital beyond 
surveillance alone. French philosopher Michel Foucault had pointed out in 
many of his works that preceded the digital age how states and “disciplinary 
regimes” create and use data to exercise control over populations. Political 
scientist James Scott, in his study Seeing Like a State, identified how states’ 
drive to collect data and quantify everything leads to heightened state 
control over communities.” Both Foucault and Scott were writing before 
the age of big data, which now makes possible a more all-pervasive Big 
Brother—an expanding global police state—epitomized in so-called 
“predictive policing,” in which populations are criminalized in the absence 
of the actual commission of a crime.” 

Cukier and Mayer-Schoenberger observe (not unapprovingly, I should 
note) how big data allowed for a dramatic increase in the vacate orders 
issued to poor people by the New York City government during the 
mayoralty of Michael Bloomberg, whose multibillion-dollar fortune was 
made in the data business. This was done through the creation of a database 
of every one of the 900,000 buildings in the city, involving the 
amalgamation of data from nineteen city agencies on tax liens, anomalies in 
utility usage, service cuts, missed payments, local crime rates, rodent 
complaints, and more. The amassing, merging, and processing of all this 
data allowed building inspectors to increase the number of vacate orders 
they issued following an inspection from 13 percent of building visits to 70 
percent.“° This in the midst of an acute housing crisis in New York and 
other big US cities that has led many poor families to share apartments lest 
they live in the streets. In my own city, Los Angeles, in 2020, there were at 
least 134,000 people living in the streets on any given day, and in the first 
ten months of that year nearly 1,000 homeless people died, even as 93,000 
housing units sat vacant because would-be tenants could not afford the 
rent.“ The larger story here is how big data and digitalization is 
transforming welfare systems worldwide, in what one report termed 
“automating poverty,” including the fact that millions of citizens who lack 
digital skills or access are being barred from accessing their welfare and 
social service rights.” 


The second leg in the new triangulated bloc is transnational finance 
capital. Money capital is the universal and most mobile form of capital and 
also the most globalized. Money (value) moves seamlessly and 
instantaneously across the globe through the digitalized global financial 
system that predated by several decades the current restructuring. But 
finance is also undergoing a revolution driven by digital restructuring, as 
competition heats up for shares of the $1.5 trillion global pool of financial 
industry profits. Digital payment platforms are rapidly replacing earlier 
forms of payment. In the United States, payments through the US network 
Venmo increased by 52 percent during the pandemic, while in Latin 
America payments through the Mercado Pago network rose by 14.12 
percent. In 2020, conventional banks accounted for only 72 percent of the 
stock market value of the global banking and payments industry, down from 
81 percent at the start of the pandemic, and 96 percent in 2010. As 
financialization deepens, transnational capital, octopus-like, has extended 
its tentacles into every branch and sector of the global economy. BlackRock 
is emblematic of how it has become interwoven in particular with tech and 
the military-industrial complex. With some $8 trillion in assets under its 
management in 2020, BlackRock was already, pre-pandemic, one of the 
largest shareholders in the leading transnational corporations, owning 
multibillion-dollar stakes in the tech and military-industrial giants, as well 
as in energy, pharmaceutical, retail, media, and entertainment complexes. 
On the eve of the pandemic, BlackRock CEO Larry Fink predicted, “In the 
near future, and sooner than most expect, there will be a significant 
reallocation of capital.”” 

Bank of America, one of the largest global banking conglomerates, 
conducted a survey of three thousand of the largest companies in twenty- 
five economic sectors. Among these sectors, the report identified “enablers 
for the world—post-Covid,” including health care, technology, digital, 
consumer staples, industrial real estate, and ESG. This latter is an acronym 
for Environmental, Social, and Governance, which includes the 
development of the IoT, telecom infrastructure, and security. The report 
predicted a rise in IT spending and an escalation of corporate tech wars, 
some of it expressed in geopolitics, led by a wave of investment in 
infrastructure, AI technologies, and moonshot future tech. The phrase 
“moonshot future tech” was coined by Google in reference to venture 


investments in new “groundbreaking” technologies that do not necessarily 
register immediate profitability, such as autonomous vehicles, quantum 
computing, and vertical farming. Half of the corporations surveyed said 
they expected to increase technology investments in the wake of the 
pandemic, and 44 percent specified that the increase would be in robots and 
automation. The report further broke down winners and losers. Leading the 
winners, unsurprisingly, were tech service providers, new media and 
entertainment, big tech platforms, tech hardware, e-commerce, payments 
and “other diversified financial wealth,” data centers, biopharma and 
biotech, food and household staples, life sciences and “tools-diagnostics,” 
med-tech and health tech, capital goods and industrial automation, defense, 
software, semiconductors, cloud and software services, integrated utilities, 
and renewable utility grids. Some of the losers were, predictably, “old” 
media and entertainment, autos, general and apparel retail, travel and 
leisure, oil and gas, banks (this distinct from new forms of finance capital 
such as investment houses, fund management, and so on), offices, 
commercial shopping, malls, and lodging.“ 

Throughout the world, we are seeing a novel fusion of tech and finance 
capital around nontraditional forms of digital finance. In Latin America, 
digital bank and e-commerce pioneers such as Nubank and MercadoLibre 
(owner of Mercado Pago) are capturing major shares of industry. In 
Southeast Asia, the ride-hailing service companies Asia Grab and Gojek 
introduced apps that also turned them into financial firms. In 2020, such 
fintech firms provided the majority of consumer loans in Sweden. In the 
United States, credit card firms, such as Visa, digital finance giants, such as 
PayPal, and conventional banks compete for financial market shares. Tech 
giants, such as Alibaba, Apple, and Alphabet, are establishing fintech 
branches.* Alibaba manages the most integrated fintech platform in the 
world—ANT—which, in 2019, handled a whopping $16 trillion in 
payments and operations, ranging from loans to digital credit card services, 
investment, and insurance brokerage—in the words of the Economist, “the 
world’s purest example of the tremendous potential of digital finance.” 

The new bloc of capital is able to appropriate through digitalization and 
the circuits of distribution greater portions of surplus value generated 
elsewhere in the global economy, especially as value flows through a 
porous financial system. “In the new business models of the digital 


economy, two emerging and related forces are increasingly driving value 
creation: platformization and the monetization of the rapidly expanding 
volume of digital data,” noted the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) in a report issued in the midst of the pandemic. 
“Digital platforms are central actors in this economy, and digital data have 
become a key resource in economic processes, which can lead to value 
creation.”*’ The critical point, however, is not so much that tech capital, in 
its fusion with the financial industry, necessarily creates this value; rather, 
its inordinate control over the digitalization process means that it can 
appropriate value created throughout the global economy. Data in and of 
itself cannot create value; only labor can. Data may work to enhance the 
production of surplus value (and then appropriate it from other capitals that 
directly extract that surplus value) or it may appropriate that value through 
such channels as advertising revenue. In this way, big data is turned into big 
profit for capitals that control such data. The UNCTAD noted: 


In the traditional economy, property rights in well-established 
markets comprising producers and consumers strongly determine 
who is the beneficiary of the value of the corresponding goods and 
services. With regard to data, the situation is less clear, as it is 
difficult to establish “ownership” of the data. Indeed, given the 
specific characteristics of data, ownership may not even be the 
appropriate term. The value of personal data is tied to the data 
subject or producer, and this cannot be sold. What matters more are 
the control, access and rights over the data. Under the current system 
(or non-system), digital platforms are often the main collectors or 
extractors of data and can therefore appropriate the value. The data 
sources (i.e. the data producers or data subjects) are not able to 
capture any part of the economic value created with their data.“ 


The third leg in this triangulated bloc of capital is the military-industrial- 
security complex. As the tech industry emerged in the 1990s, it was 
conjoined at birth to the military-industrial-security complex and the global 
police state.’ Over the years, for instance, Google has supplied mapping 
technology used by the US Army in Iraq, hosted data for the Central 
Intelligence Agency, indexed the National Security Agency’s vast 


intelligence databases, built military robots, co-launched a spy satellite with 
the Pentagon, and leased its cloud computing platform to help police 
departments predict crime. The other tech giants are similarly intertwined 
with the military-industrial-security complex.°? The marriage between the 
tech industry and the US intelligence and covert operations complex 
became further cemented in the midst of the pandemic, when the Central 
Intelligence Agency announced that it had awarded its Commercial Cloud 
Enterprise (known as C2E), potentially worth “tens of billions” of dollars 
(the exact amounts remains undisclosed), on behalf of seventeen 
intelligence agencies to five companies—Amazon, Microsoft, Google, 
Oracle, and IBM.”! 

The rise of the digital economy blurs the boundaries between military 
and civilian sectors of the economy and between the state and corporations, 
as it brings together finance, the military-industrial complex, and tech 
companies around a combined process of financial speculation and 
militarized accumulation. The concepts of militarized accumulation and, 
relatedly, accumulation by repression, as I have developed them in my 2020 
study The Global Police State help us identify how transnational capital has 
become more and more dependent on a global war economy that in tum 
relies on perpetual state organized war-making, social control, and 
repression and is driven by the new digital technologies. Worldwide, total 
defense outlays grew by 50 percent from 2006 to 2015, from $1.4 trillion to 
$2.03 trillion, although this figure does not take into account secret budgets, 
contingency operations, and “homeland security” spending. During this 
time, military-industrial complex profits quadrupled. By 2018, private 
military companies employed some fifteen million people around the world, 
while another twenty million people worked in private security. 

The new systems of warfare, social control, and repression are driven by 
digital technology. The market for new social control systems made 
possible by digital technology runs into the hundreds of billions of dollars. 
The global biometrics market, for instance, was expected to jump from its 
$15 billion value in 2015 to $35 billion by 2020.°* The new technologies of 
social control span artificial intelligence-powered autonomous weaponry, 
such as unmanned attack and transportation vehicles, robot soldiers, a new 
generation of superdrones and flybots, hypersonic weapons, microwave 
guns that immobilize, cyberattack and _ info-warfare, biometric 


identification, state data mining, and global electronic surveillance that 
allows for the tracking and controlling of every movement. State and 
corporate surveillance are melding into a single omnipresent system. The 
surveillance powers applied for the pandemic became normalized and 
repurposed for heightened political control and corporate dominance 
through the emerging state-corporate surveillance complex. The pandemic, 
as we Saw in the previous chapter, aggravated all of the social and political 
contradictions of a global capitalism in deep crisis. It became even more 
politically necessary than prior to the outbreak for the ruling groups to 
wield the global police state to contain discontent from below at the same 
time as the pandemic itself presented the TCC with new opportunities for 
militarized accumulation and accumulation by repression. 


LABOR AND CAPITAL IN THE SECOND DIGITAL 
AGE 


“The role of humans as the most important factor of production is 
bound to diminish in the same way that the role of horses in 
agricultural production was first diminished and then eliminated by 
the introduction of the tractor.” 

—Wassily Leontief, Nobel laureate in economics, 1983” 


The capitalist system is by its nature expansionary. Just as riding a bicycle, 
in which the bike collapses if one stops pedaling, capitalism collapses if it 
stops expanding. World capitalism has gone through ongoing cycles of 
crisis followed by waves of expansion. In each earlier structural crisis, the 
system went through a new round of extensive expansion, that is, 
incorporation of new territories and populations—from waves of colonial 
conquest in earlier centuries to the integration in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries of the former socialist bloc countries, China, India, 
and other areas that had been marginally outside the system. There are very 
few pockets of territories and peoples, if any, around the world that have yet 
to be incorporated through this process of extensive (outward) expansion. 
What is left for global capital, increasingly, is intensive expansion, 
involving the commodification of what were noncommodified resources 
and activities. Commodification refers to the process of turning people, the 


things that people produce, and nature into things that are privately owned, 
have a monetary value, and can be bought and sold. The juggernaut of 
commodification now targets the accelerated privatization of health and 
educational systems, infrastructure, and other public services, public lands, 
and nature reserves, and even military and police forces. 

But this commodification involves a double movement. First, 
transnational capital seeks to open up new opportunities for accumulation 
by seizing what remains outside its domain and turning it into assets, in 
particular, an ever more violent appropriation of nature and the public 
domain. Second and closely related, transnational capital seeks to sustain 
the rate of profit by replacing workers with technology and by pushing 
down wages and other labor costs through deskilling and fragmentation of 
the labor process. It seeks in this effort to transfer the cost of reproducing 
labor from the wage—what capitalists have to pay to workers for them to 
reproduce their existence—to states precisely at a time when State services 
are themselves being gutted and privatized. Marx theorized that the cost of 
labor power (the wage) is the cost for the reproduction of labor power, that 
is, the cost of the workers’ social reproduction. If the price of labor power 
dipped below this minimum, workers could not survive long enough to 
return to work to produce more surplus value (profit). He wrote: 


Wages will rise and fall according to the relation of supply and 
demand, according to the turn taken by the competition between the 
buyers of labor power, the capitalists, and the sellers of labor power, 
the workers. The fluctuations in wages correspond in general to the 
fluctuations in prices of commodities. Within these fluctuations, 
however, the price of labor power will be determined by the cost of 
production, by the labor time necessary to produce this commodity— 
labor power. What, then, is the cost of production of labor power? It 
is the cost required for maintaining the worker as a worker and of 
developing him into a worker. 


To the extent that capital is more and more transnational (outside of home 
territory), combined with the expansion of the ranks of surplus labor 
worldwide, global capital as a totality can more and more dispense with the 
social wage. To put this in simplified terms, the more capital can freely 


move around the globe and the more there is a mass of humanity that is 
unemployed and marginalized, the less the capitalist class needs to worry 
about paying wages with which those they employ can survive. This 
survival is what we may call social reproduction. Social reproduction 
becomes ever more externalized, forced onto households and communities. 
In other words, the price of labor can dip below the cost of the reproduction 
of labor so long as this externalization of social reproduction holds. David 
Harvey has long observed that capitalists in the geographic centers of the 
world capitalist system have been able to overcome waves of crises by 
displacing these crises in time and space as temporary “fixes”—shifting 
these crises onto more vulnerable regions or postponing them further into 
the future without having to reckon with them.” But at a certain point the 
system may no longer have anywhere to spatially displace crises or the 
ability to displace them temporally, which heightens the pressures for a 
reduction of the total global wage bill—that is, pressures build up for 
capitalists to unload the crisis on the backs of workers or to quicken the 
process of replacing workers with technology. Marx continues: 


The price of the cost of existence and reproduction constitutes 
wages. Wages so determined are called the wage minimum. This 
wage minimum, like the determination of the price of commodities 
by the cost of production in general, does not hold good for the 
single individual but for the species. Individual workers, millions of 
workers, do not get enough to be able to exist and reproduce 
themselves; but the wages of the whole working class level down, 
within their fluctuations, to this minimum.” 


This process described by the ever-prescient Marx is driven forward by 
the new wave of digitalization, accelerated now in hothouse fashion by the 
economic and social conditions thrown up by the pandemic. Crises, let us 
recall, provide transnational capital with the opportunity to restore profit 
levels by forcing greater productivity out of fewer workers. Since the 
1980s, almost all employment lost in the United States in routine 
occupations due to automation, for instance, occurred during recessions.”° 
The first wave of CIT in the latter decades of the twentieth century 
triggered explosive growth in productivity and productive capacities, while 


the new digital technologies promise to multiply such capacities many 
times over. Specifically, digitalization vastly increases what radical political 
economists, following Marx, refer to as the organic composition of capital, 
meaning that the portion of fixed capital in the form of machinery and 
technology tends to increase relative to variable capital in the form of labor. 
In laymen’s terms, digitalization greatly accelerates the process whereby 
machinery and technology replace human labor, thus expanding the ranks of 
those who are made surplus and marginalized. 

This process described by Marx is evident today. One US National 
Bureau of Economic Research report found that each new robot introduced 
in a locale results in a loss of 3 to 5.6 jobs.” In 1990, the top three 
carmakers in Detroit had a market capitalization of $36 billion and 1.2 
million employees. In 2014, the top three firms in Silicon Valley, with a 
market capitalization of over $1 trillion had only 137,000 employees.” As 
Brynjolfsson and McAfee recount, a team of just fifteen people created a 
single app, Instagram, that, shortly after it was launched, had over 130 
million customers who shared billions of photos. Within fifteen months of 
its founding in 2010, the company was sold to Facebook, which in turn 
reached one billion users in 2012, although it employed only 4,600 people. 
In contrast, they note, Kodak, a giant in photographic technology prior to 
the digital age, also helped customers share billions of photos over the 
decades, yet it directly employed 145,300 people and indirectly employed 
thousands more through the vast supply chain of retail redistribution that is 
now made redundant by digital distribution.” In a fatal twist of irony, 
Instagram was sold just months after Kodak declared bankruptcy. 

The increase in the organic composition of capital may bring profit 
windfalls to certain sectors of capital, yet it also aggravates 
overaccumulation and social polarization. Expanded inequalities, as we saw 
in the previous chapter, have reached unprecedented levels worldwide. 
They end up undermining the stability of the system as the gap grows 
between what is (or could be) produced and what the market can absorb. 
The extreme concentration of the planet’s wealth in the hands of the few 
and the accelerated impoverishment and dispossession of the majority 
means that transnational capital had increasing difficulty in finding 
productive outlets to unload enormous amounts of surplus it accumulated. 
As I noted earlier, the total cash held in reserves of the world’s two 


thousand biggest nonfinancial corporations increased from $6.6 trillion in 
2010 to $14.2 trillion in 2020, even as the global economy stagnated.” But 
capital cannot remain idle indefinitely without ceasing to be capital. Beyond 
financial speculation, printing more money, debt-driven growth, and 
investment in the global police state, the T?é@C—or at least its organic 
intellectuals—is hedging its bets on the current wave of restructuring 
opening up enough new opportunities for investing overaccumulated capital 
in the new technologies and circuits of accumulation. 

It is certainly possible that restructuring will unleash a new wave of 
expansion, but any such expansion will run up against the problems 
discussed previously that an increase in the organic composition of capital 
presents for the system, namely, the tendency for the rate of profit to fall 
and the amassing of profits that cannot be profitably reinvested. With 
heightened digitalization brought about by the pandemic there will be tens, 
even hundreds, of millions who lost their jobs and will not be reabsorbed 
into the labor force as technology takes over their former tasks. One 
University of Chicago study estimated that 42 percent of pandemic layoffs 
in the United States would result in permanent job loss.°' As well, large 
corporations will snatch up millions of small businesses forced into 
bankruptcy—the ILO estimates that some 436 million such businesses are 
at risk worldwide and may be snatched up by the giant combines and 
investment houses, thus heightening the concentration of capital 
worldwide.” Several US government research reports found that the 
pandemic accelerated the pace of automation and exacerbated automation’s 
impact on job loss. “Even after the pandemic, the threat of future 
pandemics and the massive technological transition into the virtual world 
induced by the pandemic could induce significant shifts in the labor market 
and provide a catalyst for more automation in the long run,” observed a 
Federal Reserve Bank study. “Recent technological developments have 
made more previously safe jobs automatable ... forc[ing] an experiment of 
various technologies and innovations that was unprecedented in its scale 
and scope.”™ 

Many mainstream accounts put forward a fairy-tale version of the fourth 
industrial revolution as ushering in a new age of democracy, prosperity, and 
abundance for all. This potential is subverted by capitalism, in so far as the 
technologies are applied by capital and its political agents to enhance social 


control and intensify the extraction of surplus value (profits), and amass 
private wealth, as brought home by the pandemic.® With regard to the 
world of work, for many years, the apologists of global capitalism have 
claimed that the digital economy will bring high-skilled, high-paid jobs and 
resolve problems of social polarization and stagnation. It is true that the first 
wave of digitalization in the late twentieth century resulted in a bifurcation 
of work, generating high-paid, high-skilled jobs on one side of the pole, 
giving rise to new armies of tech and finance workers, engineers, software 
programmers, and so on. On the other side of the pole, digitalization 
produced a much more numerous mass of deskilled, low-wage workers and 
an expansion of the ranks of surplus labor. But the new wave of 
digitalization now threatens to make redundant much so-called “knowledge 
work” and to deskill and downgrade a significant portion of those 
knowledge-based jobs that remain. Increasingly, cognitive labor and gig 
workers face low wages, dull repetitive tasks, and precariousness. As “big 
data” captures data on knowledge-based occupations at the workplace and 
in the market, and then converts it into algorithms, this labor itself is 
threatened with replacement by artificial intelligence, autonomous vehicles, 
and the other fourth industrial revolution technologies. Algorithms are built 
into all aspects of the labor process and come to underpin the organization 
of capitalist exploitation. Digitally driven production ultimately seeks to 
achieve what the Nike Corporation refers to as “engineering the labor out of 
the product.”® 

The transformations that CIT promises to bring are distinct from 
previous waves of technological change, in which labor shed from sectors 
replaced by automation was absorbed into new economic activities. For 
instance, the rise of the automobile industry destroyed industries dedicated 
to horse-based transportation but created vast new industrial and managerial 
employment in the auto industry, and earlier computerization created an 
abundance of high-skilled knowledge jobs, but, now, as human knowledge 
is transferred to machines through machine learning, machines become 
valuable substitutes for humans at multiple levels.°’ The “big data 
revolution” means that the data captured on knowledge-based occupations 
at the workplace and in the market may lead to direct automation of specific 
tasks and jobs. As algorithms generated by big data become predictable 
enough to make cognitive labor more and more redundant to a whole host 


of activities, from medical diagnosis to legal advice, it is clear that 
acquiring education and skills will no longer assure protection against job 
automation. Over time, we can expect a greater supply of knowledge 
workers simultaneous to a deskilling of their labor. 

The end game in this process, although still far away, is laborless 
production. Writing in 1858 in the Grundrisse, the rough notes that he 
drafted for his magnus opus Capital, Marx anticipated this process. He 
speculated how machines and fixed capital would ultimately evolve into an 
automated system. “The means of labor passes through different 
metamorphoses, whose culmination is the machine, or rather, an automatic 
system of machinery ... set in motion by an automaton, a moving power 
that moves itself. This automaton consists of numerous mechanical and 
intellectual organs, so that the workers themselves are cast merely as its 
conscious linkages.” Automated machinery represents social knowledge 
transformed into assets controlled by capital. “The accumulation of 
knowledge and of skill, of the general productive forces of the social brain, 
is thus absorbed into capital, as opposed to labor. ... In so far as machinery 
develops with the accumulation of society’s capital, of productive forces 
generally, general social labor presents itself not in labor but in capital.” 

The processes that push capitalism toward laborless production also push 
marginal cost toward zero, that is, zero cost for each incremental unit of 
output. As costs move toward zero, we step into the unknown. It is most 
unlikely that we will ever reach laborless production or zero marginal cost, 
much less in the near future (in any event, either situation would present 
capital with new contradictions, although here is not the place to elaborate). 
Nonetheless, these tendencies are underway, driven forward now by 
advanced digitalization, and are at least theoretically in the realm of the 
possible. Even if marginal cost never actually reaches nil, it is inexorably 
pushed down toward zero by the processes now underway. Digital capital in 
particular can become extremely cheap, e.g., software can be duplicated and 
distributed at almost zero incremental cost—and let us recall that practically 
anything can be digitalized, that is, codified, and once codified, then 
digitalized. Short of full automation, the ever-rising organic composition of 
capital (that is, the increase in fixed capital as machinery and technology 
relative to living labor) leads to more and more being produced with fewer 
and fewer precarious workers. 


A 2017 United Nations report estimated that tens, if not hundreds, of 
millions of jobs would disappear in the coming years as a result of 
digitalization. The report also said that the spread of online labor platforms 
would accelerate a “race to the bottom of working conditions with an 
increasing precarity.”°’ A 1998 study found that already in the late twentieth 
century some one-third of the global labor forces was under- or 
unemployed. Then in 2011, the ILO reported that 1.53 billion workers 
around the world, representing more than 50 percent of the global 
workforce, were in “vulnerable” employment arrangements. Eight years 
later, in 2019, it concluded that a majority of the 3.5 billion workers in the 
world either eked out a living (or attempted to) in the informal economy or 
worked in precarious arrangements, experiencing “a lack of material well- 
being, economic security, equality opportunities or scope for human 
development.””° 

Even before the pandemic hit, automation was spreading from industry 
and finance to all branches of services. Global sales of industrial robots 
were forecast to increase from 381,000 units in 2017 to 630,000 by the end 
of 2021.’' We typically associate automation with factory work, but the 
latest wave has involved branches of the economy that were previously 
believed to be insulated from automation, such as fast food, agriculture, 
mining, and warehousing. One 2016 report from researchers at Oxford 
University concluded that up to 86 percent of jobs in restaurants, 75 percent 
of jobs in retail, and 59 percent of jobs in entertainment could be automated 
by 2035.” Artificial intelligence, robotics, and big data now underpin 
processes of mineral extraction, allowing for “digital mining” in which 
completely robotized trucks, shovels, and drills work around the clock. The 
fast-food industry is following the same path of automation. One startup, 
Miso Robotics, has been introducing “flippy,” a robot cook that prepares 
and packages hamburgers, into quick-service restaurants in California, such 
as White Castle. Agriculture was already becoming automated before the 
pandemic, alongside a rapid concentration of corporate power in global 
agribusiness.”’ The agricultural robotics market expected to grow from $4.6 
billion in 2020 to over $20 billion by 2025. “Overall, agricultural 
employment in California fell by about 11 percent in the first decade of the 
twenty-first century, even as the total production of crops like almonds, 
which are compatible with automated farming techniques, has exploded.”” 


Driscoll’s now employs Agrobot, a robotic strawberry picker in its 
California fields, and the California wine industry has reengineered the bulk 
of its vineyards to allow machines to span vines like a monorail and strip 
them of grape clusters or leaves. The pandemic hastened the turn toward 
agricultural automation and “digital farming” as the recruitment of seasonal 
agricultural workers became more difficult due to restricted movement.” 

Beyond manual and low-skills service labor, automation and algorithms 
are expected to eventually replace much professional work, such as 
lawyers, financial analysts, doctors, journalists, accountants, insurance 
underwriters, and librarians. One robotics company, iRobot, has been 
working on creating robots that won’t need to be programmed by high- 
skilled and high-paid engineers. The robots are to be taught and retaught to 
perform a task by shop floor workers who would need barely an hour of 
training to learn how to instruct the robots.” It may be that high-skilled 
professional jobs will be digitalized, while low-skilled and low-paid jobs 
requiring a low level of sensory motor skills, along with basic literacy and 
numeracy, will not be. Specifically, digital technologies are acquiring 
abilities previously exclusive to humans, such as pattern recognition and 
complex communication. 

As mass industrial production took off in the late nineteenth century, 
capitalists introduced new forms of harsh discipline on shop floors, 
routinizing and deskilling work, as Harry Braverman, following Marx, 
discussed in his modern classic Labor and Monopoly Capital.”’ Bosses set 
out to separate thinking and conception from execution in the labor process. 
Workers were to provide their raw, degraded labor power, while conception 
would be concentrated in management, which would exercise total control 
over how tasks were carried out. “If the workers’ exertion is guided by their 
own conception it is not possible,” noted Frederick Taylor, the architect of 
“scientific management,” “to enforce upon them the methodological 
efficiency of the working pace desired by capital.”’® However, management 
and supervisory work is not immune from digitally driven restructuring and 
is likely to be hit as hard as manual and professional occupations. Now in 
the wake of the pandemic accelerated digitalization may involve a gradual 
shift—or perhaps not so gradual—from management to computer 
algorithms. 


As we have seen, technologies driven by artificial intelligence are 
becoming more widely adopted worldwide as a result of the conditions 
brought about by the contagion. The pandemic allowed the TCC to 
massively push forward capitalist restructuring that it could not previously 
accomplish because of resistance to the digital takeover. Those economic 
sectors bolstered by accelerated restructuring during the pandemic are 
where precarious forms of employment prevail, that is, the self-employed, 
contract, temporary, platform, and other such workers.” A growing portion 
of this proletariat labors by supplying “on-demand” digital services online, 
what is sometimes dubbed the “human cloud.” The ranks of this digital 
proletariat will swell rapidly given the accelerated shift to online and home 
work. There appears to be a new bifurcation of work spurred on by the 
pandemic. There are, on the one hand, those who will shift to remote work. 
More than half of all employees in the United States were working at home 
in May 2020, whereas worldwide, according to the ILO, some 20 percent of 
employment may become permanently remote.*’ From their homes, these 
workers face new forms of control and surveillance. On the other hand, 
there are those locked into high-risk “essential” in-person work, such as 
health care providers, agricultural and industrial day laborers, cleaners, 
transport and delivery workers. 

Capitalists will use mass unemployment along with more widespread 
remote and precarious work arrangements as a lever to_ intensify 
exploitation of those with a job, to heighten discipline over the global 
working class, and to push surplus labor into greater marginality. Tech work 
in China provides a glimpse into the Taylorist discipline and exploitation to 
which knowledge workers in the post-pandemic global economy will be 
increasingly subjected as they become precarious digital proletarians. Tech 
giants such as Huawei, Tencent, Alibaba, Baidu, and Xiaomi, among others, 
employ millions of college-educated workers, who are thrown into intense 
competition for a shrinking number of positions. Known simply as the “996 
work regime,” workers in China’s expanding high-tech sector are forced to 
work from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m., six days a week. The strategy of Chinese 
and foreign-based transnational capital here seems to be one of combining 
an increase in absolute surplus value with that of relative surplus value. 
“The stereotypical image of privileged white-collar workers persists despite 
the changing employment reality and the decline and stagnation of white 


collar salaries,” notes one labor activist in China.*' As the number of skilled 
tech jobs contracts and unemployment expands around the world, the 
Chinese model is likely to be adopted elsewhere. 

As the pandemic and its aftermath accelerates the process whereby labor 
is replaced by technology and algorithms, it is also bringing about 
significant change in the nature of the labor process itself. Lockdowns 
around the world forced nearly every industry and service at least partially 
online, giving the emerging tech-led bloc of capital newfound powers to 
mediate the gamut of human interaction in the economy and society. The 
pandemic lockdowns served as dry runs for how digitalization may allow 
the dominant groups to restructure space and exercise greater control over 
the movement of labor. Governments around the world, from India through 
South Africa to El Salvador, decreed states of emergency and violently 
repressed those who violated stay-at-home orders.** The lockdowns may 
have been necessary from the perspective of the health emergency, yet they 
showcased how the TCC and capitalist states may more tightly control the 
distribution of labor power, especially surplus labor, by controlling 
movement and by locking labor into cyberspace and, therefore, making it 
disaggregated and isolated. As new digital technologies expand the 
cognitive proletariat and the ranks of workers in the gig economy, they also 
allow for a stringent surveillance and control of this proletariat through 
cyberspace. This enhanced surveillance is, of course, matched by the 
heightened direct control over labor made possible by digital technologies. 
In 2018, for instance, Amazon secured patents for wristbands for use on 
warehouse workers to track their every move. The wristbands include 
tracking devices that monitor exactly where one’s hands are in relation to 
inventory bins. They can track everything from how long a worker takes for 
a bathroom break to how much work is lost when one scratches her nose 
and can emit vibrations for infractions such as nose scratching and 
misplacing items.®° 

Well before the pandemic, digital restructuring had been making work 
more “modular.” This refers to breaking work into smaller packets that are 
farmed out to workers by companies through platforms and online work. 
Such modulation takes to a new level industrial outsourcing associated with 
globalization in recent decades. “Work will increasingly get disconnected 
from companies, and jobs and work will increasingly get disconnected from 


each other,” explained Ravi Kumar, the president of the India-based tech 
services conglomerate Infosys, which got its start in outsourced digital 
services. Some work will be done by machines, some will require physical 
proximity in an office or a factory, some will be done remotely, and some 
will be just a piece of a task that can be farmed out to anyone anywhere, he 
said. As more work becomes modular, digitized, and disconnected from an 
office or factory, noted Thomas Friedman, who interviewed Kumar on the 
future of modulation, “many more diverse groups of people—those living 
in rural areas, minorities, stay-at-home moms and dads and those with 
disabilities—will be able to compete for it from their homes.” In 
Friedman’s view, traditional education, such as universities, will disappear 
as workers acquire just enough skill to perform modulated tasks and no 
more. More than just privatized, education will more fully become the 
domain of the corporation itself, which will provide “in-house” and “just- 
in-time” learning suitable for modular tasks and nothing beyond that.” 

Let us analyze what such digitally driven modulation means. The 
fragmentation of the labor process reaches new heights in post-pandemic 
global capitalism, insofar as the separation of conception from execution 
that Taylor called for deepens through digital restructuring and modulation. 
At this same time, the fragmentation of the work itself combines with the 
actual physical fragmentation of the members of the working class, that is, 
their physical isolation from one another. Workers experience further 
alienation from their own labor and its products, but also their alienation 
from one another is intensified as never before, both in the abstract and 
literally, in daily life. Collective labor is our very species being and the 
basis of our sociability. The switch to remote and online work breaks up 
awareness of our collective labor, as it becomes mediated through 
cyberspace and is spatially dispersed into individual isolated cubbyholes. 
The social, cultural, and psychological implications of this qualitatively 
new fragmentation of collective labor are vast.®° Previously, work tasks may 
have been fragmented and deskilled, as physical and mental labor became 
separated, but workers still gathered together. Marx referred to cooperation 
in industrial capitalism as “the collective labor of many workers.” He 
specifically described this collective labor as “agglomeration, heaping up of 
many workers in the same area” (in one place).®° Such proximity allowed 
for awareness of common experience and, therefore, for the possibility of 


class consciousness, solidarity, and collective labor struggles. The physical 
isolation of more and more workers made possible by digitalization and 
brought on more extensively by the pandemic throws up great challenges 
for the struggle against capitalist exploitation and for class-based 
protagonism of the working class. 

There is a generational dimension to these new conditions. Young 
workers born into the new capital-labor relations of fragmentation and 
precarity may have no consciousness of—or at least no direct experience of 
—earlier moments in these relations as a reference point. In the new capital- 
labor relation, gig workers are outsourced “independent contractors” 
deprived of labor rights and benefits embedded in the capital-labor relation 
forged in the earlier moments of redistributive capitalism and the “class 
compromise” of social democracy. Many gig workers have never even 
spoken to a person associated with the corporations for whom they work, as 
their labor is organized through automated platforms. Millions of such 
“freelancers” and “independent contractors” around the world found 
themselves suddenly without work as economies collapsed in 2020 and 
were not eligible for unemployment and other benefits accorded to workers 
internal to the corporate employment structure. Well before the pandemic, 
the leading corporations that exploit the labor of this outsourced precariat— 
especially the leading tech and platform firms, such Amazon, Uber, and 
Instacart—had little incentive to respond to the labor demands of their 
precarious workforce. This model is becoming more and more entrenched 
in the capitalist economy in the wake of the pandemic, with millions of 
newly unemployed people thrust into competition with one another and 
with those who managed to retain employment. This competition will 
increasingly play out remotely. Such isolation is not normal to our species. 
The danger is that it will become internalized as normal—that is, 
normalized. It is no wonder that the viral pandemic was associated with a 
worldwide spike in mental health problems and suicidal thoughts.°*’ 

The twentieth-century social contract that regulated work is a thing of 
the past for many, perhaps most of the millennial generation born between 
1980 and the turn of century, and even more so the next generation that 
some have referred to as Generation Z. “Gen Z is uniquely prepared for the 
new era of social distancing, the online world, and sustainability,” claimed 
the Bank of America report on the post-Covid economy cited in the 


previous chapter. “Other generations will be slow to adapt. Millennials, the 
‘double downgrade’ generation, is most exposed to earning cuts as more US 
jobs have been wiped out this past month [April 2020] than have been 
created since the great financial crisis” of 2008.°° New waves of labor are 
either forced into under- and unemployment or pushed into gig work in ever 
greater numbers. Online labor, especially its extreme expression in remote 
work, results in the further isolation and atomization of individuals who 
objectively remain involved in a collective labor process yet do not 
subjectively experience that process. The anti-collective and individualist 
tendencies inherent in social relations mediated by cyberspace are 
aggravated through such isolation.” 

In conclusion, the new wave of worldwide digital restructuring that 
began in the aftermath of the 2008 financial collapse and is now 
turbocharged by the pandemic is resulting in a further fragmentation of the 
global working class. Fragmentation and isolation work against the 
development of class consciousness and collective political action as 
processes that require intersubjective formation. These processes force 
more and more proletarians to compete with one another. They expand the 
ranks of surplus labor and the downward pressure on wages and working 
conditions exerted by this reserve army of the un- and underemployed, but, 
more than that, they open up to exploitation by the TCC vast new reserves 
of labor that can be tapped into, tightly controlled, and disciplined in new 
ways. This is, of course, an entirely incomplete picture, one side only in a 
dialectical relationship. The other is the resistance of workers and the 
oppressed. 

The global police state was on full display throughout the pandemic 
against restive populations thrown into chaotic situations as a result of the 
contagion and also against those who, notwithstanding the virus, took to the 
streets in countries around the world, from India to Chile, Thailand, and 
France, to protest the ongoing deprivations of global capitalism. The 
sustained uprising in the United States (and worldwide) sparked by the May 
25, 2020, police murder in the US state of Minnesota of an unarmed black 
man, George Floyd, shined a spotlight on police state technologies deployed 
against millions of anti-racist protesters. In the repression unleashed against 
protests across the continents, the boundaries became blurred between 
active war zones and militarized cities experiencing civic strife. Digitally 


driven modalities of social control and repression have combined with a 
restructuring of space, allowing for new forms of spatial containment and 
control of the marginalized and the rebellious. Now, the boundaries that 
distinguish the domains of work and those of global police state are also 
becoming ever more blurred, as the pandemic and its aftermath expands the 
ranks of surplus labor, propels a general shift to home and remote work, and 
brings about the new digitally driven mechanisms of control over labor 
discussed above. In the next chapter I will explore how the global working 
and popular classes have attempted to revitalize their political action 
capacity under these new conditions and the challenges that they face in 
forging an emancipatory project. 


CHAPTER THREE 


WHITHER THE GLOBAL REVOLT? 


“We are now in the phase of the ‘autumn of capitalism’ without this 
being strengthened by the emergence of ‘the people’s spring’ and a 
socialist perspective.” 

—Samir Amin‘ 


“There are decades when nothing happens; and there are weeks when 
decades happen.” 
—Bolshevik leader Vladimir Lenin 


Times of crisis are times of rapid social change that open up the possibility 
of pushing society in many different directions, depending on the outcome 
of battles among contending social and class forces. In these times, 
prevailing ideologies break down, established ways of thinking lose their 
grip, new visions of what is possible come into view, and prospects for 
discontinuity and rupture capture the imagination. Instability generates 
insecurity and social anxiety, as fear and hope spread. But it also inspires 
people to think in new ways about the possibilities of radical change that 
are hard to imagine in times of stability and continuity. As the crisis of 
capitalist hegemony has deepened, socialism and even communism are 
back in the public discourse, especially among those born after the Cold 
War anti-communism and the collapse of the Soviet system. Marxism, so 
maligned not only by the ruling class but by the postmodernists and 
identitarian worldviews and politics, has drawn renewed interest, especially 
among young people. Sales of Marx’s masterpiece of political economy, 
Capital, soared in the wake of the 2008 global financial collapse, as did 
sales of The Communist Manifesto.? Even mainstream pundits turned to 
Marx to help understand the Great Recession. In 2013, Time magazine 


ranked Karl Marx the fourteenth most influential figure in all of human 
history. That same year the prestigious science journal Nature reported that 
Marx is, by far, the world’s most influential scholar of all time.’ 

The Pew Research Center has been conducting ongoing polls in the 
United States on views toward capitalism and socialism (of course, what 
people understand to be capitalism and socialism is not clear). According to 
its 2019 poll, a full 42 percent of US respondents had a favorable view of 
socialism, although the Pew poll did not break down responses by age 
groups. But a 2018 Gallup poll found that 51 percent of those aged eighteen 
to twenty-nine had a favorable view of socialism. Seen in historical context, 
another Gallup poll found that support for socialism stood at 25 percent in 
1942 among the US population overall, and this increased to 43 percent in 
2019. Revealingly, another poll found that support for socialism in the 
United States jumped by nearly 10 percent among young people during the 
2020 pandemic.‘ This poll found that a full 60 percent of millennials and 57 
percent of Generation Z supported a “complete change of our economic 
system away from capitalism.” Worldwide, a 2020 poll found that a 
majority of people around the world (56 percent) believe capitalism is doing 
more harm than good. On a national level, according to the poll, lack of 
trust in capitalism was highest in Thailand and India (75 percent and 74 
percent, respectively), with France close behind (69 percent). Majorities 
rejected capitalism in many Asian, European, Gulf, African, and Latin 
American countries. In fact, only in Australia, Canada, the United States, 
South Korea, Hong Kong, and Japan did majorities disagree with the 
assertion that capitalism currently did more harm than good. 

The pandemic roused popular struggles from below as workers and the 
poor, after a brief pause in the global revolt as the world went into 
lockdown, engaged in new waves of strikes and protests as the contagion 
progressed. Prior to the outbreak, in fall 2019, the global revolt that broke 
out in the wake of the 2008 crisis reached a crescendo. From Chile to 
Lebanon, Iraq to India, France to the United States, Haiti to Nigeria, and 
South Africa to Colombia, mass struggles appeared in many instances to be 
acquiring a radical anti-capitalist character before the lockdown pushed 
protesters off the streets. But the lull was momentary. Within weeks of the 
lockdown protesters were out in force again despite the lockdown and the 
dangers of public congregation. There was a palpable radicalization taking 


place among workers and the poor, a heightened sense of solidarity within 
and across borders. In the United States, for instance, no fewer than one 
thousand strikes ripped across the country in the first six months of the 
pandemic. Workers mounted protests to demand their safety as the virus 
spread, while tenants called for rent strikes, immigrant justice activists 
surrounded detention centers and demanded the release of prisoners, auto, 
fast-food, and meat processing workers went out on wildcat stoppages to 
force factories to shut down, homeless people took over empty houses, and 
health care workers on the front lines demanded the personal protective 
equipment they needed to do their jobs and stay safe. For the most part, 
wildcat strikes were organized not by union leadership but from the 
grassroots.” 

The ruling groups cannot but be frightened by the rumbling from below. 
Whether mass mobilization from below effects a fundamental change in the 
system of global capitalism, runs out of steam, is co-opted from above 
enough for the system to restabilize, or results, in the words of The 
Communist Manifesto, in “the common ruin of the contending classes” 
depends on a host of political and subjective factors than cannot be 
predicted beforehand. What is clear is that mass popular struggles against 
the depredations of global capitalism are now conjoined with those around 
the fallout from the pandemic. We have entered into a period of mounting 
chaos in the world capitalist system. Capitalist crises are times of rapid 
social change precisely because they generate intense social and class 
conflict from below and from above. 

Nonetheless, it is difficult to imagine that neoliberalism as the 
predominant variant of world capitalism in the wake of late twentieth- 
century capitalist globalization can be resuscitated for long enough to allow 
for restabilization under the pre-pandemic status quo. Neoliberalism simply 
does not have any more reserves with which to contain financial chaos and 
economic implosion.® The implacable drive to accumulation will impede 
solutions to the crisis. Any economic recovery will require more active state 
intervention in the economy and regulation of the market. Renewed 
capitalist stability, if it can even be achieved, would require a more 
profound restructuring—including the rebuilding of public sectors 
devastated by forty years of neoliberalism—than the agents of financial and 
corporate interests, along with the liberal and social democratic elite around 


the world, could possibly accomplish or would even want to. Short of 
overthrowing the system, the only way out of the crisis is a reversal of 
escalating inequalities through a redistribution of wealth and power 
downward. That will not come without a fight. The challenge for 
emancipatory struggles is how to translate mass revolt into a project that 
can challenge the power of global capital. 

In chapter one, I analyzed how prior to the health emergency the global 
system was already headed toward a general crisis of capitalist rule. Is it 
possible that we are entering a prerevolutionary situation? The Bolshevik 
leader Vladimir Lenin, whom I cited previously, described the symptoms of 
what he called a revolutionary situation: 1) when there is a crisis in the 
prevailing system, and it is impossible for the ruling classes to rule in the 
old way; 2) when the want and suffering of the oppressed classes have 
grown more acute than usual; 3) when, as a consequence, the masses 
increase their historical action. These symptoms are clearly upon us. Will 
their revolt develop into a struggle to overthrow the system once and for 
all? Masses of people engaged in now open, now veiled revolt are for the 
most part struggling not in pursuit of a larger political agenda of 
transformation, much less one that is guided by a theoretical understanding 
of capitalism and its crisis, but to resolve their most pressing problems of 
survival. The jump from a “revolutionary situation” to a revolutionary 
process requires other conditions not yet present, including a widespread 
belief that system change is attainable and worth fighting for, a 
revolutionary ideology and program, and organizations capable of leading 
the struggle for such change. 


THE GLOBAL REVOLT I: SPRING AND BEYOND 


In the months prior to the pandemic (and subsequent to Samir Amin’s 
lamentation over the absence of a “people’s spring”), a “global spring” 
broke out all around the world.’ However, the 2019 spring was but a peak 
moment in popular insurgencies that spread in the wake of the 2008 Great 
Recession; a veritable tsunami of mass rebellion not seen since at least 
1968. Social movements mounted sustained fightbacks against austerity, 
endemic corruption, authoritarianism and dictatorship, police violence, 
inequality, unemployment, corporate abuse, environmental degradation, and 


so on. The uprising had a truly global character. In Bangkok, a million 
people from the Red Shirts movement—so-named because the participants 
in the movement wear red shirts—took to the streets on March 14, 2010, 
against a state controlled by the military, the monarchy, and the moneyed 
elite. The Arab spring of 2011 set the Middle East and North Africa afire, 
resulting, among other things, in the overthrow of Egyptian dictator Hosni 
Mubarak in early 2011, in the face of an unremitting national insurrection. 
The Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement that rallied under the now 
famous banner “We Are the 99 Percent!” started with the occupation of 
Zuccotti Park across the street from the New York Stock Exchange in 
September 2011 and spread to most major cities across the United States, 
before being violently suppressed in 2012. In Spain, in 2011, the Indignado 
(the indignant or the enraged) movement carried out similar occupations of 
public spaces and held no less than twenty-one thousand protests around the 
country against austerity and corruption, culminating in a march through 
Madrid on October 15 by half a million indignados.® The mass movements 
in Spain and Greece led to the creation of new left parties, Podemos and 
SYRIZA, respectively, which burst onto the political scene and contested 
power. 

The Financial Times captured the mood in 2011 in a widely cited article 
penned by its lead commentator calling it “the year of global indignation”: 


Is there such a thing as a global mood? It certainly feels like it. I 
cannot remember a time when so many different countries, all over 
the world, were gripped by some form of street protest or popular 
revolt. 2011 is turning into the year of global indignation. ... popular 
revolt [is] breaking out across the globe. Europe has experienced 
political riots in Athens, sit-ins in Madrid and looting in London. In 
India, thousands of demonstrators turned out across the country to 
support Anna Hazare, a social activist and hunger striker, who has 
panicked the Indian government into agreeing to new anti-corruption 
measures. China has seen public demonstrations and online protests 
sparked by a factory accident and a high-speed train crash. In Chile, 
the past two months have seen huge marches by students and trade 
unions demanding higher social spending. In Israel, the main 


boulevards of Tel Aviv have been occupied by ordinary people 
protesting against the cost of living.° 


In all of their diversity, these fights had—and have—a common 
underlying denominator: an aggressive global capitalism in crisis that is 
pushing to expand on the backs of masses who can tolerate no more 
hardship and deprivation. They also had demonstration effects on each 
other in this age of the internet and social media. The movements faced 
sustained state repression and a number of tragic reversals, epitomized by 
the seizure of power by a new dictatorship in Egypt that is perhaps even 
more repressive and totalitarian than its predecessor. After the initial 
worldwide wave, the protests ebbed and flowed but did not die out, with a 
fresh wave breaking out in 2017. In the two years leading up to the 
pandemic more than a hundred major anti-government protests swept the 
world, in rich and poor countries alike, toppling some thirty governments or 
leaders and sparking an escalation of state violence against protesters.’° 
These protests involved students, prisoners and activists against mass 
incarceration, workers, often migrant workers, farmers, indigenous 
communities, democracy and anti-corruption activists, anti-racists, those 
struggling for autonomy or independence, anti-austerity campaigners, 
environmental advocates, and so on. What follows is an overview of some 
of the most notable protest movements that took place around the world in 
these two years. 

Among the popular upheavals that garnered worldwide attention, the 
Sudanese revolution stands out. Protests began in December 2018 against 
the entrenched dictatorship of President Omar al-Bashir, who had been in 
power for thirty years, and continued with sustained civil disobedience for 
eight months. The protests started in response to the government’s decision 
to end subsidies on essential food items but quickly evolved into a full-scale 
civil assault on the regime involving millions throughout the country. 
Fearful that the ruling groups would lose control, the military overthrew al- 
Bashir in a coup d’état in April 2019 and at the same time stepped up 
repression of the mass movement. On June 3, the military unleashed heavy 
gunfire and tear gas on peaceful protesters staging a sit-in in the nation’s 
capital city, Khartoum, killing more than one hundred people, injuring 
hundreds more, and carrying out mass rape. In the aftermath of the 


massacre hundreds, perhaps thousands, were arrested. Yet the civil 
insurrection continued undeterred, with women playing a remarkable 
leadership role, giving the revolution an explicit feminist character. Crowds 
as large as half a million flooded the streets of the capital, with many 
camping outside of military headquarters. In poor neighborhoods, popular 
committees organized feverishly as dual power developed. By the end of 
the year, the military regime was forced to hand power over to a mixed 
military-civilian authority and promised elections within three years. It is 
far from clear if some form of democracy will actually be achieved—and 
how popular its content will be—or if the country will go the way of Egypt, 
but whatever the outcome the Sudanese people are unlikely to be pacified." 

In Latin America, Chile led the way in waves of popular mobilizations 
that reached a crescendo throughout the region in fall 2019. Known in Chile 
as the estallido social (social uprising), massive demonstrations, some of 
them a million strong, rocked the country that year and into 2020—right up 
until the outbreak of Covid-19. The triggering event for the civic uprising 
was the government’s decision to increase subway fares in the capital city 
of Santiago. It came in the wake of nationwide student strikes from 2011 to 
2013 demanding an end to privatized education and unequal access. The 
student movement quickly developed into a larger assault on the entire 
edifice of neoliberal capitalism, as workers and the popular classes engaged 
in the following years in ongoing strikes and protests. Chile has a vibrant 
and militant feminist movement, and, as in the Sudan, women were at the 
forefront of these struggles. The protests against the subway fare hike 
quickly snowballed into a sustained nationwide insurrection in the face of 
fierce police, army, and paramilitary repression that left several dozen dead, 
thousands injured, and thousands more arrested. The mass mobilization 
shifted the correlation of social and political forces against the neoliberal 
regime and forced the government to reverse the fare hike and promise 
reforms. It was forced to hold a referendum in the midst of the pandemic in 
October 2020 to convene a constitutional assembly to draft a new 
constitution—approved by an overwhelming majority. The historical and 
symbolic significance of the Chilean uprising did not go unnoticed by 
activists and protesters around the world. The 1973 coup d’état that 
overthrew the democratically elected socialist president Salvador Allende 
and brought to power the fascist dictatorship of General Augusto Pinochet 


ushered in the world’s first experiment in neoliberalism and turned the 
country into perhaps the most “neoliberalized” in the world. 

In France, what became known as the mouvement des gilets jaunes 
(yellow vest movement) for social and economic justice stormed the 
country starting in October 2018, coming as it did on the heels of years of 
mass mobilization against escalating inequality and austerity, and continued 
until the Covid-19 outbreak forced people off the streets. The most massive 
popular mobilization since 1968, already by the end of 2018 over 1,800 
protesters and 1,000 police had been injured and the political climate 
irreversibly altered.’ As elsewhere, where triggering events were often a 
government decision to raise the price of some essential item for 
populations already reeling from austerity and hardship, in France, the 
movement took off after the government decreed a rise in fuel prices. The 
yellow vest protesters—so named because the protesters wear the yellow 
vests that according to French law all motorists are required to keep in their 
vehicles in case of emergencies—moved beyond the immediate call for a 
rescinding of the fuel tax as the protests continued throughout 2019. They 
put forth a wide-ranging list of forty-two demands, among them a minimum 
wage increase, lower taxes on workers and pensioners, higher pensions, 
higher taxes on the rich, more social spending, cuts in politicians’ salaries, 
environmental action, a plan for ordinary citizens to introduce referendums, 
and the nationalization of French corporations. On numerous occasions, 
strikes, marches, and roadblocks paralyzed Paris and other urban, suburban, 
and rural areas (the mobilizations were more territorial than workplace- 
based). One poll found that 80 percent of French people supported the 
movement, although not everyone agreed on all the demands, and as the 
movement became more militant some participating organizations dropped 
out. Nonetheless, after a brief lull during the lockdown, protesters were 
back on the streets in fall 2020." 

In China, labor resistance grew explosively during and after the 2008— 
2009 economic crisis. Prior to 2008, workers had waged spontaneous 
resistance, including petitions, roadblocks, and wildcat walkouts. These 
actions, in the words of one local labor organizer, “impacted both 
‘production discipline’ and ‘social order,’ and made it difficult for 
capitalists to maintain an environment conducive for exploiting workers,” 
in the wake of which the government implemented a series of labor control 


laws.’ By the second decade of the century, students, intellectuals, and 
other allies of the labor movement had become involved in workers 
struggles. As elsewhere around the world, 2017-2019 become the flash 
point, with a fresh wave of nationwide actions in factories, services, 
construction, utilities, mines, and quarries, as workers protested 
backbreaking schedules, low pay, unpaid wages, and poor working 
conditions. In 2018, there were at least 1,700 recorded labor disputes on the 
mainland, up from 1,200 the prior year.’ In Hong Kong, mass student-led 
protests throughout 2019 against China’s authoritarian control captured 
world attention, before they died down in the face of repression and a 
centrifugal splintering of the movement (there appeared to be a hodgepodge 
of political and ideological orientations as well, with the US government 
financing the “pro-democracy” organizations leading the protests). 
International news media lost interest and largely ignored a more significant 
development in 2020 and onward, the rise of a new grassroots union 
movement and the forging of a more explicit working-class identity, as the 
unions targeted the housing shortage, high rents, inequality, low pay, and 
workplace health and safety.'® 

Meanwhile, back on the Chinese mainland, tech workers are becoming 
the new frontier or labor organizing. “A campaign-style, decentralized tech 
worker organizing, coordinated by workers and regions, indicates the 
potential of a new type of labor organizing,” wrote one labor activist. As 
China became the “workshop of the world” in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first centuries, the workers movement became grounded in export- 
oriented industry, based on a model of workers centers, or labor non- 
governmental organizations, that provided political support and 
organizational assistance to industrial workers. Industrial strike activity 
escalated and so too did state repression of the burgeoning workers 
movement. “As the worker central organizing model, which is adapted to 
organizing industrial workers, becomes increasingly unsustainable due to 
state repression, the tech worker organizing provides clues to a new model 
for worker mobilization that may hold particular advantages under the 
current political environment,” observed Kevin Lin, referencing a March 
2019 “virtual uprising” of tech workers.'’ While Lin was referring to China, 
the lessons hold true for other countries as millions join the ranks of 


degraded tech work under the precarious work conditions discussed in the 
previous chapter. 

In India, in 2019 and 2020, hundreds of millions of workers, peasant 
farmers, and poor people participated in the two largest strikes in the world 
to date (as of this writing in early 2021), coming as they did on the heels of 
rolling mass protests in the preceding years, and upping the ante in the 
global class war unleashed by the TCC. At least 150 million workers took 
part in a January 2019 strike, under the umbrella of a joint committee of ten 
different trade union federations, a number of them under left-wing 
leadership. Leading the way were workers from transport, banks, financial 
services, public enterprises, power, steel, auto, and other industries, who 
were joined by student and farmer organizations. The twelve-point charter 
of demands included a national minimum wage, abolition of the contract 
labor system, trade union rights, social security coverage for all workers, 
and a halt to privatizations and to the anti-labor codes introduced by the 
government. To put the 150 million figure in perspective, about one in 
every fifty people on the planet participated in the strike! 

Then, just two years later, on November 26, 2020, an even larger general 
strike paralyzed the country. An estimated 250 million workers and farmers 
joined together in a in a united front of over 250 organizations. To again put 
the 250 million number in perspective, if those who struck formed a 
country, it would be the fifth largest in the world after China, India, the 
United States, and Indonesia. Industrial belts across India came to a halt, 
and workers in the country’s principal ports stopped work, joined by those 
from health care, services, telecommunications, mining, and transportation. 
They reiterated the twelve-point charter put forth by the trade unions two 
years earlier, called for a withdrawal of labor laws that extend the working 
day to twelve hours and that eliminate labor protections for unorganized 
workers, immediate relief for those suffering hardships due to the 
pandemic, and a reversal of privatizations and neoliberal policies. They also 
demanded the withdrawal of an agricultural bill introduced by the 
government that would open the floodgates to transnational agribusiness 
and devastate millions of farmers.'® All this in the midst of the pandemic 
and in the face of fierce state repression, including the deployment of water 
cannons, tear gas, police and army barricades, and even live gunfire. 


In the United States, in addition to the OWS movement mentioned 
above, some of the largest popular mobilizations in US history took place 
between 2008 and 2019, including: the 2017 Women’s March that involved 
anywhere from three to five million people in numerous cities; the high 
school student—led March for Our Lives in 2018, which drew upward to two 
million people into the streets calling for gun control; the People’s Climate 
March in New York City in 2014 and other environmental actions that drew 
in millions of people. Strike activity surged in 2018 and 2019 despite 
massive deunionization in recent decades (in 2019, some 10 percent of the 
workforce was unionized, down from 27 percent at the start of the 
neoliberal era in 1979). In those two years some one million workers 
engaged in major work stoppages—a nearly twenty-fold increase from the 
years immediately prior. Public school teachers led the way in a series of 
widely publicized strikes, followed by workers in the health care and auto 
industries, fast-food workers, and grocery store cashiers. It must be 
stressed, however, that these US government Bureau of Labor Statistics 
data include only information on work stoppages involving one thousand or 
more workers and at least one full shift, whereas 59.4 percent of private 
sector workers are employed by firms with fewer than one thousand 
employees.'’ Unregistered in official data were labor actions like the 2018 
Google walkouts in protest over the company’s handling of sexual 
harassment, involving thousands of workers, which did not last for one full 
shift, pickets by fast-food workers lasting a few hours, or the 2019 work 
stoppage by Uber drivers (part of a global day of action by ride-hailing 
workers), who are considered “independent contractors.” 

The anti-racist uprising in the United States sparked by the May 25, 
2020, police murder in the city of Minneapolis of an unarmed black man, 
George Floyd, was possibly the largest and broadest mass action in US 
history, indicative of both the promise and the challenges of the global 
revolt. Bystanders recorded on their cell phones the brutal and callous 
murder, in which a police officer who had already restrained Floyd, placed 
him in handcuffs and laid him face down on the concrete, then proceeded to 
place his knee on the man’s neck until the life was choked out of him, even 
as he cried out that he could not breath. Over the next several months an 
estimated twenty-five to thirty million people acting loosely under the 
banner of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) civil rights movement joined 


nationwide streets protests in some two thousand cities, large and small, in 
all fifty states, even in the midst of the pandemic. The uprising brought out 
people from all ethnicities and walks of life, indeed, many, perhaps a 
majority, of them white. The murder became a lightning rod for pent-up 
rage and despair over the mounting social crisis. Fearful of losing control, 
the ruling groups left no holds barred in unleashing the state’s repressive 
apparatus against the largely peaceful protesters. 

I participated in some of the marches in my city of residence, Los 
Angeles, and witnessed the use by militarized police and national guard 
units of tear gas, stun grenades, taser guns, pepper spray, rubber bullets, and 
batons against protesters. Curfews were imposed in dozens of cities, 
armored vehicles patrolled streets, and in at least one city, Atlanta, the 
armed forces deployed a column of tanks. At least ten thousand protesters 
were arrested, many kept for prolonged periods in indefinite detention, with 
three hundred charged with federal crimes, and at least thousand complaints 
lodged against instances of police brutality, excessive use of force, and 
rioting.” The uprising elicited a shift in the attitude of white workers 
toward police repression and racism, the historic scourge of working-class 
unity in the United States, as the percentage of white voters opposed to 
police racism climbed from 40 to 70 percent.*' Solidarity actions and 
parallel anti-racist protests spread to over sixty countries around the world, 
including Nigeria, where demonstrators expanded their protests into a larger 
movement targeting police and military repression, endemic corruption, and 
capitalist exploitation. 


Significant New Anti-government Protests in 2019 and 2020 
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In all, it seemed like there were few countries not touched by the 2017— 
2019 tsunami, but evidence suggests that the rebellion escalated during the 
pandemic itself. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace’s “global 
protest tracker” recorded “significant antigovernment protests” in more than 
110 countries from 2018 to 2020, involving over 230 major actions.** Given 
that the tracker recorded “over 100” such actions for the 2018-2019 two- 
year period, this would mean that 130 actions were recorded in 2020 alone 
(if, that is, the Endowment actually managed to accurately collect and 
record actions worldwide in the midst of the pandemic turmoil), or roughly 
a 160 percent increase during the first year of the pandemic over the 
average for the preceding two years. Covid-19 was, indeed, the lightning 
bolt before the thunder. “Just a few weeks after lockdowns were widely 
imposed, protests began to reemerge,” noted the Endowment. “[A]lready in 
April [2020], the number of new protests rose to a high level; 
approximately one new significant anti-government protest every four 
days.”*’ It is crucial to recognize, however, that radicalization and mass 


mobilization have gone in both directions—left and right. The global 
backlash against capitalist globalization, as I will discuss below, has also 
fueled rising nationalism, much of it right-wing and regressive, including 
twenty-first-century fascist movements. 


GLOBAL REVOLT II: QUANDARIES OF POPULAR 
STRUGGLES 


“On July 24, 2020, Tesla’s Elon Musk wrote on Twitter that a second 
US ‘government stimulus package is not in the best interests of the 
people.’ Someone responded to Musk soon after, ‘You know what 
wasn’t in the best interest of people? The U.S. government 
organizing a coup against Evo Morales in Bolivia so you could 
obtain the lithium there. Musk then wrote: We will coup whoever we 

want! Deal with it.’” 
—Twitter exchange, as recounted by Vijay Prashad and Alejandro 
Bejarano™“ 


The admonition issued by the US billionaire Elon Musk that “we” will 
overthrow any government that stands in the way of transnational corporate 
plunder brings home all of the sociopathy of a global capitalism in crisis 
that is pushing the world toward civil war. Musk was referring to an 
October 2019 coup d’état in Bolivia that overthrew the elected government 
of President Evo Morales. For five centuries the Andean nation has been a 
treasure trove for local and transnational elites, providing an endless stream 
of vital minerals for an expanding world capitalist system—tfirst silver 
during the colonial era and in subsequent centuries tin, zinc, bismuth, 
antimony, tungsten, and petroleum gases, among others. The impoverished 
indigenous and mestizo masses waged decades-long—nay, centuries-long— 
struggles against the plunder and depredations of local and foreign 
capitalists and elites. These struggles came to a head in the so-called gas 
war early in the new century, sparked by the government’s decision to 
privatize the national hydrocarbon company in a massive giveaway to 
transnational corporate investors. Strikes and blockades escalated in 2003, 
forcing the president to resign and flee the country. The victory only 
emboldened the mass movement, which three years later brought to power 


Evo Morales, the country’s first indigenous president, and his Movimiento 
al Socialismo (Movement Toward Socialism: MAS) party. In response to 
the demands of the highly organized and mobilized population, the MAS 
nationalized hydrocarbon resources. It boosted public investment, 
redirected state revenues toward social programs, increased wages, and 
passed a new constitution that expanded autonomy and political 
participation for the country’s indigenous majority. 

The MAS came to power just as massive lithium reserves were 
discovered in the country. Until a few decades ago, lithium was a minor 
ingredient in lubricants and was also optionally alloyed with other minerals 
to make high performance alloys. With the digital revolution, however, 
lithium became a crucial resource for the global economy. Lithium is 
essential for electronic devices associated with computer and related 
technologies, such as smartphones, tablets, PCs, and laptops. As the key 
mineral used in electronic batteries it is at the very heart of the electronic- 
vehicle revolution and a critical resource for Musk’s battery-driven Tesla 
car.*? The demand for lithium was expected to double from 2020 to 2024, 
and Bolivia is estimated to have the world’s largest known reserves.*° As it 
set about to exploit the country’s reserves, the Morales government 
welcomed transnational corporate investment in the industry but, 
nonetheless, set limits, all too unpleasing to the TCC, on foreign investment 
in the extraction and processing of the white metal. It was this concern over 
access to Bolivia’s lithium that motivated Musk to embrace the US-backed 
coup d’état that ousted Morales. 

To be sure, Morales’s radical discourse disguised a more reformist 
program compatible with global capitalism. The MAS reached an 
accommodation with the country’s landed elite and private sector in 2008— 
the same year as the Great Recession hit the global economy—in the face of 
a US-backed right-wing insurrection against its original radical impulse. As 
with other progressive governments that came to power in South America 
in the early twenty-first century, the MAS promoted a vast expansion of raw 
material production, agribusiness, and mega-infrastructure projects in 
partnership with foreign and local contingents of the TCC. It then taxed 
these operations to finance an expansion of social assistance programs, 
rather than pursuing a more fundamental transformation of property and 
class relations or a more direct challenge to the prerogatives of transnational 


capital. When commodities markets collapsed in the face of the global 
downturn, the contradictions of the model came home to roost, as 
progressive governments in the region lost power to a resurgent far right. In 
Bolivia, the MAS government faced mounting popular mobilization from 
below and from the left as discontent grew over the limits of its program 
and the giveaways to transnational capital, as well as over its clientelism 
and its moves to undercut popular control and autonomy at the grassroots 
level. In this context, local and transnational elites, backed by the United 
States, saw an opportunity to recover direct control of the state and 
unrestricted access to the country’s labor and natural resources. 

As the Bolivian case highlights, global capitalism is caught up in a new 
wave of predatory expansion. In particular, it underscores the predation of 
the new bloc of capital discussed in the previous chapter, as the TCC must 
seize resources to feed digitally driven expansion. On the one hand, 
transnational capital exercises enormous structural power over poor 
majorities. Even in instances such as South America, where the masses 
were politicized and well-organized, this structural power undercut efforts 
by states and social movements to undertake transformations that threatened 
the fundamental interests of the TCC. On the other hand, however, the 
Bolivian case highlights the difficulties that the ruling groups face in their 
effort to maintain control in the face of the global revolt that took off in the 
wake of the 2008 financial collapse. In fact, the far-right coup government 
was unable to hold on to power despite widespread repression and US 
support. It had to return governmental power to the MAS after mass protest 
forced it to hold elections in 2020. 

Bolivia underscores the conundrum of the working and popular classes 
around the world as they struggle against the domination of the TCC and its 
political agents. How to translate mass revolt into a project that can 
challenge the power of global capital? Similar to the Latin American case, 
left-wing parties that contested state power on the heels of the Indignado 
movement in Spain and the anti-austerity uprising in Greece, where the 
SYRIZA party actually won government but found itself so constrained by 
the structural power of transnational capital and its local political agents 
that it was unable to make headway in its progressive agenda. In part, these 
reversals were (are) part of the dynamic of advances and reversals as 
struggles unfold between the masses from below and their rulers. But they 


also pointed to the quandaries of the left and the popular classes: underlying 
weaknesses and limitations that threaten to limit if not undermine the new 
round of mass rebellion unleashed in the wake of the pandemic. 

In broad strokes, and with the usual precautions about generalizing (and 
as a further caveat, the following is but an overview of matters whose 
elaboration is best left for elsewhere), we can identify four quandaries that, 
far from mutually exclusive, are interwoven and synergistic. They must be 
seen as forming a larger unity in relation to global class struggle and civil 
war. First, there is an evident disjuncture between the proliferation of mass 
movements and popular uprisings around the world, on the one hand, and 
an organized and socialist-oriented left that could serve as a rudder to help 
steer these struggles into a larger transformative project, on the other hand. 
The institutional and party left has steadily lost power and influence in 
recent decades, as capitalist globalization and resistance to it has advanced, 
in part due to its own internal weaknesses and historic shortcomings and in 
part due to the centrifugal forces of capitalist globalization itself, insofar as 
it disaggregates and atomizes the exploited classes and their social and 
political spaces. The existing fragmentation and sectarianism that all too 
often pervades the left debilitates popular struggles at a time of planetary 
crisis. If the left is to be in a position to intervene effectively in the 
upheavals that are upon us, it must undertake the task of criticism and must 
urgently renovate a revolutionary project and a plan for refounding the 
state. At the same time as the socialist left is very weak, global union 
membership has steadily declined, so that even as working people 
everywhere rise up the majority of workers remain largely unorganized. 

Everywhere, masses are feverishly challenging the powers that be in 
thousands of different social movements of every sort and under the most 
varied of circumstances. Any number of particular demands are put forward 
by these social movements and the popular sectors that become involved in 
them, but in order to fight back against global capitalism as the ultimate 
cause of the problems they seek to address, they must be aggregated into a 
larger emancipatory project, a program of action, and a strategy to push 
such a project forward. This requires political organizations that are able to 
articulate such a project in a double sense: articulate, as in link together and 
as in give voice to it. To take the case of the BLM-led civic uprising in the 
United States that took off in spring and summer 2020, millions of mostly 


young people yearning for radical change risked life and limb to participate, 
yet the protests showed a very low level of political development, with an 
organized left that could give it a more coherent anti-capitalist direction 
virtually nowhere to be seen and the politics of the youth lacking clarity, 
cohesion, and direction. There will be new mass uprising as surely as I 
write these lines in early 2021, yet the BLM movement became easy—and, 
for middle-class elements among it, willing—prey for co-optation by the 
powers that be, as I will discuss below. In the absence of a larger critique of 
the capitalist state, a left, and an alternative project, the movement died 
down as repression, co-optation, and fatigue took their toll. 

As we saw, the crisis pushes the masses toward a radicalization, and 
many are coming to embrace the critique of capitalism and are open to the 
idea of socialism. At the same time, however, the stubborn identitarian 
paradigm that I discuss below has made many resistant to political 
organization and to identifying broader class interests beyond identity. We 
are missing what Gramsci referred to as a “Modern Prince’—a 
revolutionary political organization that can capture the imagination and 
build a counterhegemony to the capitalist state. Without political 
organizations and a program—without the unity of the spontaneous with 
organization—movements and mass actions over specific demands cannot 
be sustained and cannot mount a challenge to the system itself. In many 
places around the world the global spring and ongoing rebellions are semi- 
spontaneous outbursts that have found no left leadership that could guide 
them, no program that could sustain resistance and push it toward a more 
comprehensive project of change. “Neglecting, or worse still despising, so- 
called ‘spontaneous’ movements, i.e., failing to give them a conscious 
leadership or to raise them to a higher plane by inserting them into politics, 
may often have extremely serious consequences,” warned Gramsci. “It is 
almost always the case that a spontaneous movement of the subaltern 
classes is accompanied by a reactionary movement of the right-wing of the 
dominant class, for concomitant reasons.” Indeed, this is precisely what 
appears to be playing out, as we will discuss below; the far right is gaining 
ground rapidly. 

Second, as I noted in chapter one, economic globalization takes place 
within a nation-state-based system of political authority. Capitalist state 
power is scattered into some two hundred nation-states, and transnational 


State apparatuses are unable to exercise any real political authority over the 
global system as a whole. This gives transnational capital enormous 
structural power over individual nation-states and over the global economy. 
Capitalism was from its inception a world system. If socialism in one 
country was impossible in the twentieth century, it is even more so 
impossible in this age of capitalist globalization. The space for alternative 
projects at the national level has dramatically constricted over the past half- 
century. Social democracy sought to regulate the capitalist economy in 
order to capture and redistribute some surplus into social programs and 
guide capital accumulation toward some broader social aim besides profit- 
making, but social democracy exists now little more than in name. Frang¢ois 
Mitterrand, a left-leaning social democrat, was elected to the French 
presidency in 1981 with a program to greatly expand the public sector, raise 
wages, extend social spending, raise taxes on capital, and nationalize the 
banks and several major industrial groups. But the corporate elite launched 
a capital strike and withdrew billions of dollars from the country, resulting 
in a rapid deterioration of the economic situation. Mitterrand was forced to 
do an about-turn and by 1983 had embraced monetarism, neoliberalism, and 
austerity.” 

That the social democratic project in France, one of the most developed 
countries in the world, was brought down early on in the neoliberal era by 
the TCC brings home the point that projects of radical redistribution, not to 
speak of socialism, are increasingly impossible in a single country, much 
less in small, vulnerable countries like Bolivia or Greece. Struggles at the 
nation-state level are far from futile. Moreover, mass struggles unfold at the 
level of each nation-state; the only state power the masses can seize is that 
of the nation-state. As the Greek socialist theoretician Nicos Poulantzas 
noted, the state—in this case, specifically the national state—is the point of 
condensation for tensions in the social order and the political system (in 
Poulantzas’s own words, the state “is the specific material condensation of a 
relationship of force among classes and class fractions”).*° Yet the national 
State is unable to meet both the demands of popular sectors from below and 
the imperative of assuring the accumulation of capital. 

This contradiction, as I discussed earlier, throws national states into 
spiraling crises of legitimacy. As capitalist globalization deepens, the state 
cannot resolve this contradiction and must step up its repressive control 


over the working and popular classes, which includes efforts at co-optation 
and passive revolution (see below). For these classes, struggles at the level 
of the nation-state must be part of a more expansive transnational 
counterhegemonic project, including transnational trade unionism, 
transnational social movements, and transnational political organizations 
that put forth a transnational transformative project—a unified minimal 
program coordinated across borders and across regions. This holds true as 
much for a global Keynesianism, that is, a project of transnational 
redistribution and regulation of the global economy—or, if you will, a 
global social democracy—as it does for a global socialism. In sum, 
emancipatory struggles in the age of global capitalism must be 
simultaneously national and transnational—must identify and prioritize the 
class antagonisms within and across countries and regions 

There have been important attempts in recent years to establish 
transnational forums of struggle beyond nineteenth-and twentieth-century 
internationals of left political parties. Delegates from some 150 countries 
representing several thousand social movements and radical organizations 
came together in early 2001 under the banner “another world is possible” to 
form the World Social Forum (WSF) as an umbrella “movement of 
movements,” representing an important milestone in the construction of a 
global popular counterhegemony. But the WSF lacked a coherent strategy 
for challenging global capitalism. The multitude of forces that made up the 
forum were divided over numerous issues: between those calling for reform 
of the system and those searching for ways to replace it altogether; between 
those emphasizing negotiation with global elites and those seeking mass 
mobilization and confrontation. Moreover, the WSF explicitly rejected the 
idea of a united political program across borders to which all would commit 
—in fact, it rejected outright the idea of political programs—and also 
explicitly prohibited political parties from being a part of the Forum, thus 
contributing to the separation of left political parties from mass social 
movements. It also rejected “violence,” so organizations like the Zapatistas 
in Mexico were excluded. 

In early 2019, leftists and activists from around the world took an 
important step forward in the transnationalization of popular struggles, 
launching the Progressive International, in what could arguably be 
considered the successor to the WSF. The new organization set up a more 


formal structure for individuals and organizations—including political 
parties—to become members, set about drafting a blueprint for a common 
platform of struggle across borders, and committed to participating across 
borders in social justice campaigns around the world.” There are other 
signs of growing transnational coordination of popular and working-class 
struggles, including transnationally coordinated strikes by Uber drivers in 
2019 and Amazon workers in 2020 that spanned dozens of countries.” 

However, the national state as a point of condensation, or a lightning rod, 
for tensions and contradictions in the social order and the political economy 
presents the left and popular forces with other problematic implications for 
transformative and emancipatory projects. A brief theoretical excursion is 
useful. As I mentioned in chapter one, the problem of the relationship 
between capital and the state is rooted in a more expansive theoretical 
matter, that of the relationship of the political to the economic in the 
capitalist system. Unlike earlier class societies, the separation of the 
political from the economic under capitalism is formal insofar as capitalists, 
as the economically dominant class, are not necessarily in direct control of 
the state machinery, and we have numerous instances around the world in 
recent years of progressive and even anti-capitalist forces winning national 
State power, from Salvador Allende in Chile from 1970-1973 to the more 
recent cases of Bolivia and Greece. As I mentioned above, these forces 
come under pressure to conform to the interests of transnational capital. 
These pressures are applied especially through global financial markets, 
although we must also not forget direct coercive pressure applied by the 
political and state agents of global capitalism, such as with the 2019 coup 
d’état in Bolivia or campaigns of destabilization against Venezuela and 
Cuba. This separation is taken as natural or organic in liberal ideology and 
in Weberian sociology; political and economic structures are seen as 
separate spheres, each with its own innate laws and dynamics, the first 
pursuing power and the second wealth. 

In historical materialist approaches, this formal or apparent separation of 
the political and the economic spheres of a larger social totality under 
capitalism is not real; it is illusory. Expanding our theoretical excursion, 
throughout the history of class societies going back some eight thousand 
years, the economically dominant classes exercised direct control of the 
State in pursuit of their class interests. Slave-owning and _ feudal 


aristocracies directly controlled the slave and feudal states. In capitalism, 
however, there is a formal separation of economic control from political 
power. The analytical distinction between political and economic structures 
or spheres corresponds to their institutional separation under capitalism. 
The economy becomes a “private” sphere in which the power to expropriate 
the social product, to extract surplus value, has been privatized, and people 
are decidedly unequal and subordinated to the market. This economic 
sphere is removed from the “public” or governmental sphere and appears to 
relate externally rather than internally to the “public” sphere of the state, in 
which people are equal juridical citizens, and in which leftists can run for 
and even win office. One does not vote under capitalism for who will own 
property or for how property is distributed; such material (economic) 
relations are removed from the public sphere. Moreover, this public sphere 
is not directly implicated in the private appropriation of the surplus product, 
that is, in capitalist profit-making. Yet the state is charged with organizing 
the general conditions of accumulation, for its existence and its legitimacy 
is dependent upon a vibrant economy, that is, upon the reproduction of 
capitalist production relations, or the capital-labor relation. The state 
exercises its autonomy from the directives of capitalists as individuals, as 
groups, or as fractions, but it is not autonomous from those relations. Herein 
lies the underlying unity of politics and economics, as well as the 
institutional separation of the political and the economic spheres—that 
separation being a very consequence of the establishment of capitalist 
production relations.” 

This separation takes the expression of the separation of the “public” 
from the “private,” the former seen as the state proper, or what Gramsci 
referred to as “political society,” and the latter as what Gramsci referred to 
as “civil society.” In his essay, “State and Civil Society,” Gramsci critiques 
the conception of the state developed by ideologues of capitalist society as 
derived from the separation of politics and economics and “conceived as a 
thing in itself, as a rational absolute.”** This results, in Gramsci’s view, in a 
reified or fetishistic view, in which individuals “are led to think that in 
actual fact there exists above them a phantom entity, the abstraction of the 
collective organism, a species of autonomous divinity that thinks, not with 
the head of a specific being, yet nevertheless thinks, that moves, not with 
the real legs of a person, yet still moves.” Gramsci criticized this view of 


the state as a “thing-in-itself,” as an entity unto itself in political society and 
above the social and power relations in civil society and the economy, as 
“statolatry.” Instead, the state is “the entire complex of practical and 
theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and 
maintains its dominance, but manages to win the active consent of those 
over whom it rules.”*’ Here the state becomes the “integral” or “extended” 
state, in Gramsci’s formula, encompassing political plus civil society, a 
conception aimed at overcoming the illusory dualism of the political and the 
economic. 

Now, we can link this theoretical excursion to the problem at hand, the 
second of the four quandaries I am discussing here. Popular struggles that 
target the state as the point of condensation for tensions and contradictions 
that originate in the political economy of capitalism run the risk of 
dissolving class-based demands of the proletariat and other exploited 
classes into more abstract demands for democratization of the state, often 
merely representation in public institutions, along with an end to 
corruption.** Radical mobilization from below runs the risk of being 
channeled into the state’s institutional processes, co-opted into an agenda of 
liberal reform that does little to challenge the social order. Indeed, they can 
strengthen the hegemony of dominant groups as these groups accommodate 
liberal demands for equality of representation and inclusion in the capitalist 
state and its institutions. In these circumstances the class identity of 
movements of the working and popular classes becomes an abstract 
designation as “people” or “citizens,” as under capitalism citizens enjoy 
political equality even as they experience explicit inequality in the 
economy. The paradox of the capitalist system under formally democratic 
arrangements is just that: political equality before the state, on the one hand, 
and socioeconomic dictatorship in the economy, on the other. Yet masses of 
people are able to see the state more easily than they see capital, as the state 
becomes the point of condensation for social and economic grievances, at a 
time when the capitalist state has a radically diminished capacity to meet 
the demands from below in the face of the crisis. 

The case of the 2020 anti-racist uprising in United States is illustrative of 
the dilemma. The movement targeted the police as the visible front line of 
the capitalist state. It is the police who carried out the extrajudicial 
execution of George Floyd. It is the police who come into direct contact 


with the dispossessed and the marginalized and are responsible for 
controlling them. Capitalists and elites whose wealth and power are 
protected by the police do not go into the streets to confront poor black 
people and workers; they command quietly from corporate boardrooms, 
banking and financial houses, foundations, and government offices. We 
cannot do away with police violence and mass incarceration in the United 
States without doing away with surplus labor, that is, doing away with the 
system that relegates tens of millions in the United States (and several 
billion worldwide) to the margins as surplus humanity. As we saw 
previously, the top 1 percent of humanity owns over half of the world’s 
wealth, and the top 20 percent own 94.5 of that wealth, while the remaining 
80 percent have to make do with just 5.5 percent. Such savage social 
inequalities are politically explosive, and to the extent that the system is 
unable to reverse them it turns to ever more violent forms of containment to 
manage immiserated populations. The police are a coercive instrument of 
the capitalist state to control surplus labor, the poor, and the working class. 
In the United States, workers from racially oppressed groups 
disproportionately swell the ranks of surplus labor and the immiserated 
population. 

In the United States, workers and poor people escalated their struggles at 
the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. As I noted above, in Amazon 
warehouses, meatpacking and auto plants, supermarkets, hospitals and 
nursing homes, they undertook a wave of strikes and protests as the 
coronavirus spread to demand safe working conditions and hazard pay (note 
that these frontline and essential workers come disproportionally from 
racially oppressed communities), while tenants called for rent strikes, 
immigrant justice activists surrounded detention centers and demanded the 
release of prisoners, and homeless people took over homes. Yet there was a 
debilitating disconnect between these worker-led struggles in the capitalist 
economy and the black youth—led anti-racist uprising. The secret to moving 
forward the mass anti-racist struggle was to link it with the mass working- 
class struggles that were simultaneously breaking out in 2020, and in this 
way to have targeted the roots of racism in capitalist exploitation, or at least 
to link this anti-racist struggle with those worker struggles, but this did not 
happen, at least not in the 2020 conjuncture. The anti-racist uprising surged 
for several intense weeks as the major urban centers became battlegrounds 


between protesters and the police state, but the protests fizzled out as 
repression, co-optation, and fatigue took their toll, and as the dominant 
groups turned to incorporating the BLM movement into the hegemonic 
order. 

The two quandaries we have discussed so far form a unity. Mass 
movements generated by the very contradictions and deprivations of the 
capitalist system target the state as the point of condensation. The absence 
of radical political organizations and a socialist left makes it difficult for 
these movements to move from a struggle for democratization (especially 
equality of representation and inclusion) and demands for redistribution to a 
larger attack on the economic system and capitalist relations of production. 
But there was more at work here. Why was (is) the language of class so 
absent? The two quandaries in their unity cannot be separated from the 
third, the influence, even hegemony, over mass struggles of identitarian 
paradigms that, rather than enhance, have eclipsed the language of class and 
the critique of capital and political economy.* These paradigms did not 
develop in a vacuum. They emerged in the late twentieth century out of the 
collapse of the old Soviet bloc, the defeat of the left, the demise of Third 
World nationalist and revolutionary projects, and the repression of radical 
working-class struggles. The triumph of neoliberalism found its 
philosophical alter ego in a postmodernism that undermined ideas of broad 
solidarity, working-class struggle, and socialist projects.”*° 

A key part of the story here, in my view, is the betrayal of the 
intellectuals, for no struggle of the oppressed can be without its organic 
intellectuals, and the battles to come are as much theoretical and ideological 
as they are political. Many intellectuals who previously identified with anti- 
capitalist movements and emancipatory projects withdrew into an 
identitarian politics of reform and inclusion, a set of political and cultural 
practices, radical only in language, that are at best liberal and that end up 
shoring up the hegemony of capital. It was the mass struggles of the 1960s 
and 1970s themselves that helped representatives from the oppressed 
groups to join the ranks of the professional strata and of the elite. In 
academia, it opened up space for a new intellectual petty bourgeoisie whose 
class aspirations became expressed in postmodern narratives and 
identitarian politics, while in the larger society it found resonance among 
aspiring middle-class and professional/managerial elements that sprung 


from the mass movements. If radical ideas only become a historical force 
when they are channeled into political organization, into a vision of a new 
world and a revolutionary project to bring it about, the same is true for all 
ideas, revolutionary or otherwise; they become a material forces when they 
influence mass consciousness and action. To Marx’s observation that 
“theory itself becomes a material force when it has seized the masses,” 
political scientist Adolph Reed has added: “Ideology is the mechanism that 
harmonizes the principles that you want to believe with what advances your 
material interests.”°” 

As post-modern narratives became hegemonic in the academy and in the 
broader society they shaped the common sense understanding of racial, 
gender, and other forms of oppression. Identitarian politics should not be 
confused with struggles against particular forms of exploitation and 
oppression that different groups face. Ethnic, racial, gender, and sexual 
oppression are not tangential but constitutive of capitalism. There can be no 
general emancipation without liberation from these forms of oppression. 
But the inverse is just as critical: all the particular forms of oppression are 
grounded in the larger social order of global capitalism that perpetually 
regenerates these oppressions. The anti-Marxism of identitarianism is 
alienating a generation of young people from embracing a desperately 
needed Marxist critique of capitalism at the moment of its globalization. In 
these narratives, Marxism became a  “Eurocentric/Western-centric 
ideology.” The claim that the European origin of Marxism makes it 
“Eurocentric” and inherently limited involved a rejection of any 
universalism. In its place was a universe of particulars and the celebration 
of “differences” and fragmentation (into essentialized identities and single- 
issue social movements), so that there is no underlying principle of human 
social existence, no collective subject capable of social transformation, 
indeed no emancipatory project that could unite a majority of humanity. All 
forms of “resistance” to oppression were celebrated but exploitation was 
banished from the popular vocabulary. Any understanding of exploitation 
requires the tools of Marxist political economy, yet this was maligned a 
“class reductionism,” a “metanarrative” of (white, male) Westerners, and 
“economism,” such that any underlying structural causes of oppression 
could not be identified. 


Notwithstanding its often radical-sounding language, as the identitarian 
approach eschews class and the critique of capitalism at the level of theory 
and analysis, it advances the class politics of the petty bourgeoisie. The 
most such a politics can aspire to is symbolic vindication, diversity (often 
meaning diversity in the ruling bloc), nondiscrimination in the dominant 
social institutions, and equitable inclusion and representation within global 
capitalism. It is no wonder that alongside the economic restructuring of 
capitalist globalization since the 1980s, the emerging TCC responded at the 
cultural level to the popular and revolutionary uprisings of the 1960s and 
the 1970s by embracing as its own “diversity” and “multiculturalism” as a 
strategy to channel the struggle for social justice and anti-capitalist 
transformation into nonthreatening demands for inclusion, if not outright 
co-optation, and in this way to reconstruct capitalist hegemony. The 
strategy served to derail ongoing revolts from below. The ruling classes 
managed to accommodate what contentious politics flowed from the 
identitarian paradigm. The strategy aimed to neuter through co-optation the 
demands for social justice and anti-capitalist transformation. Dominant 
groups would now welcome representation in the institutions of capital and 
power but would suppress, violently if necessary, struggles to overthrow 
capital or simply curb its prerogatives. Some among the historically 
oppressed groups gained representation in the institutions of power; others 
aspired to do so. 

To return to the matter of anti-racism in the United States, there was a 
felicitous meeting of aspiring professional/managerial and middle-class 
elements from below with the ruling groups from above around the new 
“racial justice” agenda. The dominant groups now funded and championed 
the conception of racism put forth by a new “anti-racist” politics as bias, 
personal aggression, racial disproportionality in the distribution of rewards 
and penalties, and a lack of inclusion and representation.*® Opposition to 
racism as personal injury and “micro-aggressions” eclipsed any critique of 
the macro-aggressions of capitalism and the link between class exploitation 
and racial, gender, and other forms of oppression. As one report put it: 


The contemporary period, marked by rising racism and widespread 
political disarray, has also seen the emergence of jargon and terms 
that place individual racism and antiracist strategies at the center, 


developed and promoted by a cottage industry of professional anti- 
racist outfits, media platforms, and academics. Whether “racial 
awareness” or “unconscious bias,” “white privilege,” “white 
fragility” or “micro-aggressions,” each concept is premised on an 
individualized form of racism that is cut off from any structure of 
power, framing it as a nebulous, free-floating form of oppression that 
can be diagnosed and treated by individualist interventions.” 


The 2020 anti-racist uprising discussed above evidenced the result of 
such a politics and consciousness. Devoid of any critique of capitalist 
exploitation that linked race to class, it was swiftly co-opted from above 
and from within. The protesters focused on disproportionate police violence 
against racially oppressed communities and called for defunding police 
departments. Yet racist police are an extension of the capitalist state. They 
exist to defend property from the propertyless, to enforce the power of 
capital and the rich over the poor and dispossessed majority who, in the 
United States, come disproportionately from _ racially oppressed 
communities. In the big picture, the solution was (is) not to reform law 
enforcement, since law enforcement means enforcing a legal system that 
under capitalism is intended to protect the rich and the powerful from the 
poor and the dispossessed through criminalization of the latter or simply 
through enforcement of property rights. From 2015 to 2019, a total of 4,885 
people in the United States were shot and killed by the police, 1,295 of 
those black, compared to 2,471 white.“° The rate that blacks were killed by 
police is more than twice the rate for whites, since blacks constitute 13 
percent of the US population but account for over 26 percent of those 
killed, and this disproportionality became the focus of the “racial justice” 
agenda with regard to police violence. Yet the greatest danger to black lives 
comes from the economic violence of capitalism, which takes hundreds of 
thousands of black (and other) victims of unemployment, occupational 
hazards, malnutrition, substandard housing, homelessness, lack of access to 
health care, exposure to toxic wastes, and so on. More than five thousand 
workers die on the job every year as a result of work injuries, the majority 
of them preventable, and another fifty to sixty thousand die each year due to 
occupational diseases (worldwide nearly three million workers die on the 
job every year).*' Predictably, blacks are overrepresented in this group,” not 


because of racial discrimination per se, but because they are 
overrepresented in the most hazardous (and least remunerated) occupations. 

Beyond the demand for police reform, young people in the streets came 
to center their protagonism on little else than eradicating the symbols of 
racism and oppression. They upturned statues and monuments of historical 
figures and cultural icons associated with the history of racism. Upturning 
monuments is an act of symbolic or discursive justice that by itself is not a 
fundamental threat to the system, so long as these acts can be isolated from 
demands for more fundamental social and economic transformation, which 
is why they were quickly embraced by many political and corporate elites. 
Changing the names of military bases that are often named after racist 
historical figures, as the protesters demanded, may have been satisfying in 
terms of symbolic justice, yet it did not change the fact that these bases 
housed military forces that exist to intervene around the world on behalf of 
capital and empire, and that blacks are overrepresented in the military, 
because they are overrepresented in the ranks of surplus labor and enjoy the 
least opportunity for satisfying employment in the civilian economy. 

The powers that be embraced the language of struggle against “systemic 
racism” as the phrase became emptied of any real meaning. Political and 
economic elites touted their commitment to “racial justice.” CEOs of major 
global banks and corporations whose policies perpetuate racial inequality 
“took the knee” and declared their “solidarity” with aggrieved communities, 
as did Democratic and Republican Party stalwarts, as they attempted to 
commodify and convert “black lives matter” into a corporate logo.** “Racial 
justice” became big business and a purse string for the aspiring black 
middle class and elite toward whom flowed millions of dollars from 
corporations and the foundations they fund. In the wake of the mass 
uprising state, corporate, and foundation donors and rich individuals 
committed a mind-boggling $10 billion to BLM-related causes, according 
to the Economist.“ The campaign from above and from within aimed to 
marginalize the radical anti-capitalist impulse and to promote black 
capitalism and professional development, to channel the uprising away 
from working-class struggle and into lobbying, electoral demands, 
professional development, and inclusion.” 

The theme of co-optation by capitalist philanthropy was first raised by 
Marx and Engels, who wrote in The Communist Manifesto that a sector of 


the capitalist class is “desirous of redressing social grievances in order to 
secure the continued existence” of its rule.“ In his study Under the Mask of 
Philanthropy, Michael Barker shows how the politics of capitalist 
philanthropy is aimed at deflecting challenges to the system: 


Reform or revolution? This is a question that is central to effective 
progressive social change. From many people’s point of view there is 
little doubt that capitalism must be eradicated, so the only question 
that remains is “how might this revolutionary process proceed? 
Revolutionary action does not negate reform, as radical reforms are a 
critical part of any socialist praxis of change. On the other hand, 
liberal reforms without revolutionary direction are unlikely to build 
the momentum that will be necessary to oust capitalism. Thus 
understanding how leading activists and intellectuals who were 
formerly committed to revolutionary social change give up on such 
principles and dedicate their lives to moderating capitalist oppression 
is critical for social and political movements seeking to resist such 
challenges.* 


In the larger analysis, the ruling groups attempt what the Italian 
communist Antonio Gramsci referred to as passive revolution: efforts by 
dominant groups to bring about mild change from above in order to defuse 
mobilization from below for more far-reaching transformation. Integral to 
passive revolution is the co-optation of leadership from below and the 
integration of that leadership into the dominant project. Gramsci also 
referred to this process as transformismo, in which rule by the dominant 
groups is dependent on the ongoing absorption of intellectual, political, and 
cultural leaders of the subordinate majority into the ruling bloc and the 
resulting decapitation and disorganization of resistance from below.* “The 
more a dominant class is able to absorb the best people from the dominated 
classes,” Marx noted, “the more solid and dangerous is its rule.” Passive 
revolution comes into play at times when the system faces an impending 
crisis of hegemony. Whenever the hegemony of the bourgeoisie begins to 
disintegrate and a period of organic crisis develops, the process of reform or 
reorganization that is needed to reestablish its hegemony will to some 
extent have these characteristics of passive revolution. 


If identitarianism leads to a dead end, so too does its close cousin 
nationalism, which obliterates class by establishing a unified identity for 
citizens of a particular country. In the core countries of world capitalism 
there has been a resurgent nationalism that is often racist, chauvinistic, and 
xenophobic and ends up serving far-right agendas. Elsewhere around the 
world, a revolutionary nationalism that was a central part of anti-imperialist 
and anti-colonial struggles in the preceding two centuries has become a 
conservative force in the age of globalized capitalism. “There is no 
compelling evidence that nationalists are the natural allies of the working 
class, regardless of the objective class position of any nationalist,” notes 
international relations scholar Hilbourne Watson. “Nationalists do not see a 
problem with local capitalists exploiting workers; however, they seldom 
recoil from decrying exploitation by foreign capitalists, in effect making the 
nationality of capital, rather than the exploitation of man by man, the real 
problem. The fact that capital accumulation is a global process makes the 
nationality of capital secondary.”*’ Watson notes that liberation from the 
exclusionary loyalties of collective identities “is precisely what makes 
progress possible in history.” What is possible is “an open-ended political 
project as part of a continuous process from which we are inclined to recoil 
because it beckons us to part with certain illusions that make us fearful of 
‘falling off the cultural edge of one’s world and its self-understanding.’”°° 


THE THREAT OF FASCISM AND A GLOBAL 
POLICE STATE 


The fourth quandary that mass struggles from below face is the threat 
presented by far-right strongmen and authoritarian and fascist projects that, 
animated by the ongoing crisis, compete for support among the popular and 
working classes. There has been a rapid political polarization in global 
society since 2008 between this insurgent far right and an insurgent left. 
Both far-right and left forces appeal to the same social base of those 
millions who have been devastated by neoliberal austerity, impoverishment, 
precarious employment, and relegation to the ranks of surplus labor, all 
greatly aggravated by the pandemic. Yet the far right has often been more 
effective in recent years than the left in mobilizing disaffected populations 
and has made significant political and institutional inroads. There is a 


paradox here in need of explanation. Many of the strongmen and fascist- 
leaning leaders, such as Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte or Indian 
prime minister Narendra Modi, enjoyed high approval ratings at the same 
time as they pushed forward policies that hurt workers and the poor and 
unleashed repression against opposition forces. Charismatic fascists such as 
former US president Donald Trump and Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro 
garnered genuine mass support. Duterte’s approval rating soared to some 90 
percent in late 2020, even as the economy contracted sharply, while Modi 
enjoyed an overall 55 percent approval rating in the midst of national crisis 
and mass strikes involving hundreds of millions of people.*' Trump’s 
approval ratings never surpassed the 50 percent mark, and although he 
failed in his 2020 bid for reelection, he nonetheless won 74 million votes— 
this despite his government’s all-out attack on workers and utter disregard 
for the poor. 

This paradox reflects, in part, the polarization between left and right that 
I observed. But there is a larger story that requires, first, an excursion into 
the nature of this authoritarianism and fascism. Although we cannot 
collapse authoritarianism and fascism into one despite their affinity, both 
must be explained by the crisis of global capitalism. I have been writing 
about the rise of twenty-first-century fascist projects around the world since 
2008.° In the broader picture, fascism is a particular response to capitalist 
crisis, such as that of the 1930s and the neofascist movements that took off 
in the aftermath of the 2008 financial meltdown. Trumpism in the United 
States, BREXIT in the United Kingdom, the increasing influence of 
neofascist and authoritarian parties and movements throughout Europe 
(including Poland, Germany, Hungary, Austria, Italy, Holland, Spain, Great 
Britain, Denmark, France, Belgium, and Greece)’ and around the world, 
such as in Israel, Turkey, Colombia, the Philippines, Brazil, and India, as 
distinct as they may be from one another, have in common that they 
represent far-right responses to the crisis of global capitalist hegemony. The 
social bases of fascism and strongman rule are made up of masses who face 
destabilization and insecurity in the face of capitalist globalization, and who 
have been mobilized from above by the manipulation of fear and the 
promise to alleviate rising social anxiety and restore stability. The key to the 
neofascist appeal is this promise to avert or reverse downward mobility and 
social decay and to restore some sense of stability and security. As popular 


discontent has spread, far-right and neofascist mobilizations have played a 
critical role in the effort by dominant groups to channel mass discontent 
away from a critique of global capitalism and toward support for the TCC 
agenda dressed in populist rhetoric. 

Fascism seeks to rescue capitalism from its organic crisis, that is, to 
violently restore capital accumulation, establish new forms of state 
legitimacy, and suppress threats from below unencumbered by democratic 
constraints. As with its twentieth-century predecessor, the project hinges on 
the psychosocial mechanism of displacing mass fear and anxiety at a time 
of acute capitalist crisis toward scapegoated communities, whether Jews in 
Nazi Germany, immigrants in the United States, Muslims and lower castes 
in India, Palestinians in Palestine/Israel, Rohingya in Burma/Myanmar, or 
the darker-skinned and disproportionately impoverished population in 
Brazil, and also onto an external enemy, such as communism during the 
Cold War or China and Russia currently. The project involves a fusion of 
repressive and reactionary state power with a fascist mobilization in civil 
society. Twenty-first-century fascism, like its twentieth-century predecessor, 
is a violently toxic mix of reactionary nationalism and racism. Its discursive 
and ideological repertoire involves extreme nationalism and the promise of 
national regeneration, xenophobia, and doctrines of  racial/cultural 
supremacy, alongside a violent racist or ethnic mobilization, martial 
masculinity, millennialism, militarization of civic and political life, and the 
normalization, even glorification, of war, social violence, and domination. 

The appeal to fascism offers workers from the dominant racial, ethnic, or 
national group an imaginary solution to real contradictions: recognition of 
the existence of suffering and oppression, even though its solution is a false 
one. Yet in this age of globalized capitalism there is little possibility of 
providing such benefits, so that the “wages of fascism” appear to be entirely 
psychological. The ideology of twenty-first-century fascism rests on 
irrationality—a promise to deliver security and restore stability that is 
emotive, not rational. It is a project that does not and need not distinguish 
between the truth and the lie, which helps us understand the explosion of 
“fake news” and wild far-right conspiracy theories. More generally, the 
destabilization of those sectors of the working class that had previously 
enjoyed some stability but have since been abandoned by capital and the 
precarious condition that a majority of workers now share, especially young 


workers, as I discussed in the previous chapter, is a powerful structural shift 
brought about capitalist globalization and crisis that exercises a newfound 
centripetal pull on working-class unity that cuts across racial, ethnic, and 
national divisions. However, the centrifugal forces militating against that 
unity are numerous, including racist and national chauvinist manipulation 
from above of fear and insecurity, the relative absence of a socialist left that 
could provide an alternative appeal, and liberal identitarian politics that 
eschews the language of class and the critique of capital. 

The United States provides a case study in these contradictory dynamics. 
The conditions of unemployment, deteriorating living standards, and social 
decay generate anger and despair and have helped fuel fascist politics. It is 
telling that in the areas abandoned by capitalist investment, especially the 
agricultural breadbaskets and the deindustrialized Rust Belt of the Midwest, 
many counties switched from Obama in 2012 to Trump in 2016, as the 
Democrats relentlessly pursued neoliberal policies at home and wars 
abroad, with the result that despair and immiseration spread and social 
polarization escalated. It is similarly unsurprising that the presidential 
campaigns of both Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump in the 2016 
presidential election, the one with a left interpretation of the crisis and the 
other with a far-right populist and openly racist interpretation, won broad 
support among disaffected workers who later came to embrace Trumpism.”* 
In October 2020, the government broke up a conspiracy by the far-right 
militia organization the Wolverine Watchmen to kidnap and possibly kill 
the governor of the US state of Michigan. It is revealing that the leader of 
the plot, Adam Fox, a poor white man, lost his job during the pandemic yet 
was not eligible for unemployment benefits and received no public 
assistance, even as trillions went to bail out the banks and corporations. 
Thrust into destitution, he lost his dwelling and was forced to move into the 
basement of a friend’s house.» The majority of those who stormed the US 
Capitol building three months later faced serious financial troubles, 
including bankruptcies, notices of eviction or foreclosure, precarious 
employment, and mounting debt.*° 

Both of the parties that rotate in and out of power in the United States 
offer nothing more than more hardship and abandonment to these sectors of 
the working class. It is these conditions of despair and contempt for the 
political and economic elite that make the mass of working-class whites in 


the United States so susceptible to the fascist appeal. The appeal expresses 
in distorted form this despair and contempt, and although it offers false 
promises and illusory solutions it touches a raw nerve among these sectors 
by acknowledging and validating their fear and despair. Yet neither does the 
identitarian “left” offer anything to these sectors. To the contrary, they are 
written off and maligned as racists who are simply lashing out to defend 
their “white privilege” or, in the now infamous words of the 2016 
Democratic candidate for the presidency Hillary Clinton, as “baskets of 
deplorables.” The anomie and nihilism of capitalist culture adds a rich 
fertilizer to the mix. In the larger picture, the global social order generates 
all kinds of pathologies, but the identitarian “left” also ends up providing 
oxygen to the far-right and fascist appeal. It encourages these sectors to 
identify as whites with their own white identity interests rather than as 
workers, and, thus, ends up stoking the white nationalism that has swept 
through the ranks of these sectors and made them more susceptible to the 
appeal. The problem here, as a matter of course, is not a struggle against 
racism, for that must be front and center of any emancipatory project, 
rather, it is the separation of race from class, the substitution of politics 
based on essentialized identities for politics based on the working class, 
with everyone belonging to one or another identity group, and with all 
members of the group assumed to share the same interests. Yet the only 
chance that popular resistance forces have to beat back the threat of fascism 
is to put forward an alternative interpretation of the crisis based on 
working-class politics that can win over the would-be social base of 
fascism. 

Fascist projects can only forge a social base at the expense of the 
repressive super-exploitation and/or exclusion of sectors of the population. 
Ideologically, these sectors are turned into “Others,” so that social anxiety is 
externally sublimated. “The loss of privileges or their threatened loss will 
not necessarily provide a spontaneous abandonment of opportunism within 
the upper strata of the working class,” wrote Lenin, in discussing what he 
termed the labor aristocracy, “On the contrary, it can fuel a powerful 
reaction within these sectors to ‘blame’ the workers in the lower strata or in 
other counties for the loss or threatened loss of these privileges.”°” But this 
“powerful reaction” is not automatic. Key to it is a particular interpretation 
of the crisis put forth by organic intellectuals of both liberalism and 


neofascism that exteriorizes the internal contradictions of capitalism in 
crisis and by fascist organizers that exteriorize these contradictions onto 
subordinate racial, ethnic, or national groups. While some right-wing 
populist and neofascist movements in Europe do promise a restoration of 
the social contract between the state and the working class, this promise is 
founded on a racist xenophobia and nationalism that excludes large swaths 
of the population cast out as “Others.” Moreover, it is difficult to see how 
much of the TCC would support a project that proposes a withdrawal from 
globalization processes and a material rather than a mere psychological 
wage of fascism, as these would undermine the prerogatives of 
transnational accumulation. 

Authoritarian state power and a fascist mobilization in civil society will 
not, in my view, be enough to bring about full-blown fascist systems. This 
is because fascism involves a triangulation of reactionary and repressive 
power in the state (including the state’s armed bodies) and a fascist 
mobilization in civil society with predatory transnational capital. For the 
moment, it appears that the major portion of the TCC is not prepared to 
support fascist projects. In the United States, for instance, the TCC was 
delighted with Trump’s economic policies—deregulation, privatizations, 
anti-worker measures, regressive tax reform, and so on, but the corporate 
elite and their leading business association came out firmly against Trump’s 
effort to steal the 2020 elections in what amounted to an attempted coup 
d’état. In Europe, much of the TCC campaigned against BREXIT and has 
pushed back against far-right and neofascist parties that call for rolling back 
globalization. I have long argued that, far from being monolithic, any real 
internal unity of the global ruling class is impossible. The TCC is wracked 
by fierce competition, conflicting pressures, and differences over the tactics 
and strategy of maintaining class domination and addressing the crises and 
contradictions of global capitalism. But it is united in its shared interest in 
an open global economy and in suppressing challenges to its rule from 
below. Mounting crises of state legitimacy have heightened the splits and 
infighting within the ruling groups (in part, the strongmen and fascists have 
won popularity because their populist discourse has resonated with masses 
of people in the face of the legitimacy crisis). Should the global revolt reach 
a point where it comes to threaten the very rule of capital, the TCC may be 
more willing to turn to fascism to maintain control. 


Yet, short of fascism, the TCC has already turned to extending the global 
police. Savage global inequalities are politically explosive, and to the extent 
that the system is simply unable to reverse them it turns to ever more 
violent forms of containment to manage immiserated populations as balance 
between consent and coercion shifts toward the latter. As I discussed at 
length in my earlier study The Global Police State, well before the 
pandemic, the agents of the emerging global police state had been 
developing new modalities of state-organized violence, warfare, and social 
control made possible by applications of digitalization and fourth industrial 
revolution technologies examined in chapter two. These include artificial 
intelligence—powered autonomous weaponry, such as unmanned attack and 
transportation vehicles, robot soldiers, a new generation of superdrones and 
flybots, hypersonic weapons, microwave guns that immobilize, cyber-attack 
and information warfare, biometric identification, state data mining, and 
global electronic surveillance that allows for eavesdropping on virtually all 
communications and the tracking and control of every movement. State data 
mining and global electronic surveillance are now expanding the theater of 
conflict from active war zones to militarized cities and rural localities 
around the world, as data and surveillance become totalizing. These 
combine with a restructuring of space that allows for new forms of spatial 
containment and control of the marginalized. In fact, by 2018, there were no 
less than sixty-three physical walls built by states worldwide to keep in or 
lock out unwanted or rebellious populations.”® 

We saw in chapter one that the pandemic allowed ruling groups to 
ratchet up the global police state, indeed, how they utilized the health 
emergency to achieve a greater level of police state normalization. The 
global police state has been centrally aimed at the coercive exclusion of 
surplus humanity, who are disproportionately drawn from the racially 
oppressed, the ethnically persecuted, religious and national minorities, 
migrants and refugees, and other vulnerable communities. But its ultimate 
target is the global working class in its entirety, especially as the new round 
of digitally driven restructuring throws ever more people into the ranks of 
the surplus labor and the precariat. The result is permanent low-intensity 
warfare meant to disarticulate popular insurgency from below. The TCC 
and its state agents are acutely aware that humanity is now entering a state 
of de facto civil war. “The convergence of more information and more 


people with fewer state resources will constrain governments’ efforts to 
address rampant poverty, violence, and pollution, and create a breeding 
ground for dissatisfaction among increasingly aware, yet still disempowered 
populations,” stated a 2019 US Army report. “A global populace that is 
increasingly attuned and sensitive to disparities in economic resources and 
the diffusion of social influence will lead to further challenges to the status 
quo and lead to system rattling events.” These “system rattling events,” 
include “the Arab Spring, the Color Revolutions of Eastern Europe, the 
Greek monetary crisis, BREXIT, and the mass migrations to Europe from 
the Middle East and North Africa.” A year earlier, a Pentagon war game 
envisioned a “Zbellion” that would take place in the year 2025.” According 
to the imagined scenario, a cadre of disaffected “Zoomers” launch a protest 
movement in the United States that begins in “parks, rallies, protests, and 
coffee shops” and also involves a “global cyber campaign to expose 
injustice and corruption and to support causes it deem[s] beneficial,” as the 
rebellion spreads to Europe and cities throughout the world. 


CONCLUSION 


THE END OF THE BEGINNING OR 
THE BEGINNING OF THE END? 


In chapter one, I identified three types of crisis: cyclical, structural, and 
systemic. Recall that structural crises are so-called because their resolution 
requires restructuring the system, whereas a systemic crisis implies that its 
resolution must involve a supersession of the existing socioeconomic 
system, in this case capitalism. Historically crises resolve the tensions and 
contradictions that build up in the capitalist economy. They lead to a new 
surge of centralization and concentration of capital as it depreciates, as 
firms merge, go out of business, or are snatched up by bigger firms, as 
stockpiles are exhausted, and as the total wage bill declines. New 
technologies and forms of organization may spur investment and growth 
that restore the accumulation process and pave the way for a new wave of 
chaotic expansion. Resolve in these cases means displacement, either in 
time, so that the contradictions reappear in the future, often more acutely 
than before, or in space, to more vulnerable countries, regions, and peoples 
in the world capitalist system. 

Globalization, however, has so integrated all countries and regions of the 
world that spatial containment of crises may now be impossible. To date, 
capitalism, as a global system, has proved remarkably resilient, even as it 
has faced one crisis after another in its centuries-long existence, defying 
predictions of its imminent demise and emerging renewed after each major 
crisis. It would be foolish to assume we are in the end game of global 
capitalism. The new round of digitally driven restructuring discussed in 


chapter two, combined with an intensification of militarized accumulation 
and accumulation by repression, may turbocharge the economy enough to 
usher in a period of rising profits and prosperity for the system as a whole, 
even as millions—or billions—sink into greater precariousness and 
desolation. 

Economic restructuring through digitalization, in my view, may restore 
accumulation in the short run, but for the system to survive there must be 
social and political changes of a far-reaching nature. These changes are 
even less predictable than our analyses of the economy, because, as I have 
stressed throughout this study, they are highly contingent on how struggles 
among social and class forces play out around the world. Even if deficit 
spending and Keynesian stimulus that expanded during the pandemic 
remain in place, as I noted in chapter one, the experience of the financial 
collapse of 2008 showed that governments recovered the costs of bailouts 
by deepening social austerity, even as banks and corporations used bailout 
money to buy back stock and engage in new rounds of predatory activities. 

On the other hand, it is during moments not of equilibrium but of crisis 
that the intervention of agency can be most effective in bringing about 
structural change. Crises are key conjunctures when significant structural— 
and, in rare historic moments, systemic—change becomes possible. Short 
of revolution, the popular classes must struggle now to prevent the ruling 
groups from turning the crisis into an opportunity for them to resuscitate 
and deepen the neoliberal order once the dust settles. Their struggle is to 
push for something along the lines of a global Green New Deal as an 
interim program alongside an accumulation of forces for more radical 
system change.’ A Green New Deal, a call first put out in the United States, 
proposes combining sweeping green policies, including an end to fossil 
fuels, with a social welfare and pro-worker economy that would include 
mass employment opportunities in green energy and other technologies. A 
global Green New Deal may help lift the world out of economic depression 
as it simultaneously addresses the climate emergency and generates 
favorable conditions to struggle for a post-capitalist social order. 

While the ruling groups deploy the new digital technologies to enhance 
their control and profit-making, this same technical infrastructure of the 
fourth industrial revolution is producing the resources from which a 
political and economic system very different from the global capitalism in 


which we live could be achieved. As many have noted, these technologies 
could be used to free us from the drudgeries of menial and dull work, 
drastically reducing socially necessary labor time and increasing leisure 
time.* They may allow us to overcome obstacles that socialist-oriented 
economic planning in the twentieth century experienced once the price 
(market) mechanism of coordinating capitalist production had been 
suppressed. Under an entirely different social and economic system we 
human beings could cease being slaves to machines and technologies 
employed for the purpose of exploitation and instead become masters of 
them. In an inversion of Marx’s observation that living labor is dominated 
by dead labor, we living human beings could wield the collective power of 
all those who came before us, that is, the fruits of thousands of years of 
collective human labor and ingenuity, to unleash our human potential and 
emancipate ourselves. If we are to free ourselves through these new 
technologies, however, we must first overthrow the oppressive and 
antediluvian social relations of global capitalism. 

What does the future hold? As the global civil war heats up in the post- 
pandemic world there will be societal disintegration and political collapse. 
We have seen that the pandemic and its aftermath served as a hothouse 
accelerating the crisis of capitalist rule more that anyone could have 
predicted. The crisis generates enormous political tensions that must be 
managed by the ruling groups. It animates geopolitical conflict, as states 
seek to externalize social and political tensions, and accelerates the 
breakdown of the post-World War II international order, increasing the 
danger of international military conflagration. The poor and dispossessed 
will continue to rise up in countless struggles. We are clearly facing a 
revolutionary situation as described by Lenin, in which the prevailing 
system is in crisis, the suffering of the oppressed has grown more acute, and 
the masses are stepping up their historic action. 

In the absence of a clear program that targets the system or a left that 
could help channel uprisings against the underlying causes of distress and 
deprivation, we are likely to see desperation erupt into racial, ethnic, 
religious, and other forms of aggression and into social violence among the 
oppressed themselves. There is no such thing as “senseless violence,” 
insofar as we are always able to make sense of it through analysis of its 
causes. Fueled by the anomie and nihilism of global capitalist culture and a 


gangster capitalism from above, people whose very existence is at risk will 
develop survival strategies that may put them in a position to be 
criminalized by a capitalist state that remits the crimes of the rich and the 
powerful, while harshly punishing those of the poor. We are precisely in the 
situation described by Gramsci that so many people have of late cited, and 
with good reason: “The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old way 
is dying and the new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of 
morbid symptoms appear.”’ At this time, we are unequivocally at the 
interregnum. The failure to either radically reform global capitalism or to 
replace it with a democratic socialism raises the specter of barbarism, as 
Gramsci’s contemporary Rosa Luxemburg prophetically warned, or of a 
collapse of global civilization, hastened on by the climate emergency and 
looming ecological holocaust. 

I am not pessimistic. Despite the sobering discussion above on the 
challenges that emancipatory projects face, the crisis of ruling class 
hegemony opens up enormous prospects for a viable counterhegemony. 
Capitalist crises may originate at the deepest level as a_ structural 
contradiction, but they are played out in the terrain of politics, culture, and 
ideology. A counterhegemony depends in part on how the crisis is 
understood and interpreted by masses of people, which in turn depends, in 
significant part, on a systemic critique of global capitalism and on organic 
intellectuals in the Gramscian sense, intellectuals who attach themselves to 
and serve the emancipatory struggles of the popular classes, and who are 
committed to putting forth such a critique. It has been my aim in this study 
to contribute, however modestly, to such a critique. 
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Taming the Rascal Multitude 


NOAM CHOMSKY 


As Noam Chomsky writes about something—US foreign policy, 
corporate policies, an election, or a movement—he is not only quite 
specific in recounting the topic and its facts but also exercises 
blisteringly relentless logic to discern the interconnections between 
the evidence and broader themes involved. This may seem 
mundane, but virtually every time, even aside from the details of the 
case in question, the process, the steps, the ways of linking one 
thing to another illustrate what it means to be a thinking, critical 
subject of history and society, in any time and place. 


Taming the Rascal Multitude is a judicious selection of essays and 
interviews from Z Magazine from 1997 to 2014. In each, Chomsky 


takes up some question of the moment. As such, in sum, the essays 
provide an historical overview of the history that preceded Trump 
and the reaction to Trump. The essays situate what followed even 
without having known what would follow. They explicate what 
preceded the current era and provide a step-by-step revelation or 
how-to for successfully comprehending social events and relations. 
They are a pleasure to read, much like the pleasure of watching a 
great athlete or performer, but they also edify. They educate. 


Reading Chomsky is about understanding how society works, how 
people relate to society and social trends and patterns and why, and, 
beyond the specifics, how to approach events, relations, 
occurrences, trends, and patterns in a way that reveals their inner 
meanings and their outer connections and implications. It is like 
reading the best you can get about topic after topic, and, more, it is 
like watching a master-craftsmen in a discipline that ought to be all of 
ours understanding the world to change it. 
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NOAM CHOMSKY 


An interview with Noam Chomsky is a bit like throwing batting 
practice to Babe Ruth. What you lob in, he will hammer out. 


These conversational interviews by Michael Albert, who has been 
close to Chomsky for roughly half a century and talked with him 
many hundreds of times, spans a wide range of topics including 
journalism, science, religion, the racist foundations of American 
society, education as indoctrination, issues of class and resistance, 
colonialism, imperialism, and much more. The thread through it all is 
that every topic—and the list above takes us just about halfway 
through this book—reveals how social systems work, what their 
impact on humanity is, and how they are treated by the elite, 


mainstream intellectuals, and leftists. It gets personal, theoretical, 
and observational. The lessons are relevant to all times, so far, and 
pretty much all places, and Chomsky’s logical scalpel, with moral 
guidance, is relentless. 


“Chomsky is a global phenomenon. ... He may be the most 
widely read American voice on foreign policy on the planet.” 
—New York Times Book Review 


“For anyone wanting to find out more about the world we live in 
... there is one simple answer: read Noam Chomsky.” 
—New Statesman 


“With relentless logic, Chomsky bids us to listen closely to 
what our leaders tell us—and to discern what they are leaving 
out. ... Agree with him or not, we lose out by not listening.” 
—Businessweek 


“Chomsky remains the thinker who shaped a generation, a 
beacon of hope in the darkest of times.” 
—Sarah Jaffe, author of Necessary Trouble: Americans in Revolt 
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One hundred years after his death, Peter Kropotkin is still one of the 
most inspirational figures of the anarchist movement. It is often 
forgotten that Kropotkin was also a world-renowned geographer 
whose seminal critique of the hypothesis of competition promoted by 
social Darwinism helped revolutionize modern evolutionary theory. 


An admirer of Darwin, he used his observations of life in Siberia as 
the basis for his 1902 collection of essays Mutual Aid: A Factor of 
Evolution. Kropotkin demonstrated that mutually beneficial 
cooperation and reciprocity—in both individuals and as a species— 
plays a far more important role in the animal kingdom and human 
societies than does individualized competitive struggle. Kropotkin 
carefully crafted his theory making the science accessible. His 
account of nature rejected Rousseau’s romantic depictions and 
ethical socialist ideas that cooperation was motivated by the notion 
of “universal love.” His understanding of the dynamics of social 
evolution shows us the power of cooperation—whether it is bison 
defending themselves against a predator or workers unionizing 
against their boss. His message is clear: solidarity is strength! 


Every page of this new edition of Mutual Aid has been beautifully 
illustrated by one of anarchism’s most celebrated current artists, 
N.O. Bonzo. The reader will also enjoy original artwork by GATS and 
insightful commentary by David Graeber, Ruth Kinna, Andrej 
Grubacic, and Allan Antliff. 


“N.O. Bonzo has created a rare document, updating Kropotkin’s 
anarchist classic Mutual Aid, by intertwining compelling 
imagery with an updated text. Filled with illustrious examples, 
their art gives the words and histories, past and present, 
resonance for new generations to seed flowers of cooperation 
to push through the concrete of resistance to show liberatory 
possibilities for collective futures.” 

—scott crow, author of Black Flags and Windmills and Setting Sights 
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“The world is full of information. What do we do when we get the 


information, when we have digested the information, what do we do 
then? Is there a point where ye say, yes, stop, now | shall move on.” 


This exhilarating collection of essays, interviews, and 
correspondence—spanning the years 1988 through 2018, and 
reaching back a decade more—is about the simple concept that 
ideas matter. They mutate, inform, create fuel for thought, and 
inspire actions. 


As Kelman says, the State relies on our suffocation, that we cannot 
hope to learn “the truth. But whether we can or not is beside the 
point. We must grasp the nettle, we assume control and go forward.” 


Between Thought and Expression Lies a Lifetime is an impassioned, 
elucidating, and often humorous collaboration. Philosophical and 
intimate, it is a call to ponder, imagine, explore, and act. 


“The real reason Kelman, despite his stature and reputation, 
remains something of a literary outsider is not, | suspect, so 
much that great, radical Modernist writers aren’t supposed to 
come from working-class Glasgow, as that great, radical 
Modernist writers are supposed to be dead. Dead, and wrapped 
up in a Penguin Classic: that’s when It’s safe to regret that their 
work was underappreciated or misunderstood (or how little they 
were paid) in their lifetimes. You can write what you like about 
Beckett or Kafka and know they’re not going to come round and 
tell you you’re talking nonsense, or confound your expectations 
with a new work. Kelman is still alive, still writing great books, 
climbing.” 

—James Meek, London Review of Books 


“A true original ... A real artist. ... It’s now very difficult to see 
which of his peers can seriously be ranked alongside [Kelman] 
without ironic eyebrows being raised.” 

—Irvine Welsh, Guardian 
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We Are the Crisis of Capital collects articles and excerpts written by 
radical academic, theorist, and activist John Holloway over a period 
of forty years. 


Different times, different places, and the same anguish persists 
throughout our societies. This collection asks, “Is there a way out?” 
How do we break capital, a form of social organisation that 
dehumanises us and threatens to annihilate us completely? How do 
we create a world based on the mutual recognition of human dignity? 


Holloway’s work answers loudly, “By screaming NO!” By thinking 
from our own anger and from our own creativity. By trying to recover 
the “We” who are buried under the categories of capitalist thought. 
By opening the categories and discovering the antagonism they 
conceal, by discovering that behind the concepts of money, state, 
capital, crisis, and so on, there moves our resistance and rebellion. 


An approach sometimes referred to as Open Marxism, it is an 
attempt to rethink Marxism as daily struggle. The articles move 
forward, influenced by the German state derivation debates of the 
seventies, by the CSE debates in Britain, and the group around the 
Edinburgh journal Common Sense, and then moving on to Mexico 
and the wonderful stimulus of the Zapatista uprising, and now the 
continuing whirl of discussion with colleagues and students in the 
Posgrado de Sociologia of the Benemeérita Universidad Autonoma 
de Puebla. 


“Holloway’s work ts infectiously optimistic.” 
—Steven Poole, the Guardian (UK) 


“Holloway’s thesis is indeed important and worthy of notice.” 
—Richard J.F. Day, Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies 
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Feminism and the 
Politics of the Commons 


Silvia Federici 


Foreword by Peter Linebaugh 


Silvia Federici is one of the most important contemporary theorists of 
capitalism and feminist movements. In this collection of her work 
spanning over twenty years, she provides a detailed history and 
critique of the politics of the commons from a feminist perspective. In 
her clear and combative voice, Federici provides readers with an 
analysis of some of the key issues and debates in contemporary 
thinking on this subject. 


Drawing on rich historical research, she maps the connections 
between the previous forms of enclosure that occurred with the birth 
of capitalism and the destruction of the commons and the “new 
enclosures” at the heart of the present phase of global capitalist 
accumulation. Considering the commons from a feminist 
perspective, this collection centers on women and reproductive work 
as crucial to both our economic survival and the construction of a 
world free from the hierarchies and divisions capital has planted in 
the body of the world proletariat. Federici is clear that the commons 
should not be understood as happy islands in a sea of exploitative 
relations but rather autonomous spaces from which to challenge the 
existing capitalist organization of life and labor. 


“Silvia Federici’s theoretical capacity to articulate the plurality 
that fuels the contemporary movement of women in struggle 
provides a true toolbox for building bridges between different 
features and different people.” 

—Massimo De Angelis, professor of political economy, University of 
East London 


“Silvia Federici’s work embodies an energy that urges us to 
rejuvenate struggles against all types of exploitation and, 
precisely for that reason, her work produces a common: a 
common sense of the dissidence that creates a community in 
struggle.” 

—Maria Mies, coauthor of Ecofeminism 
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Michael Albert’s latest work, Practical Utopia is a succinct and 
thoughtful discussion of ambitious goals and practical principles for 
creating a desirable society. It presents concepts and their 
connections to current society; visions of what can be in a preferred, 
participatory future; and an examination of the ends and means 
required for developing a just society. Neither shying away from the 
complexity of human issues, nor reeking of dogmatism, Practical 
Utopia presupposes only concern for humanity. 


Part one offers conceptual tools for understanding society and 
history, for discerning the nature of the oppressions people suffer 
and the potentials they harbor. Part two promotes a vision for a 
better way of organizing economy, polity, kinship, culture, ecology, 
and international relations. It is not a blueprint, of course, but does 
address the key institutions needed if people are to be free to 
determine their own circumstances. Part three investigates the 
means of seeking change using a variety of tactics and programs. 


“Practical Utopia immediately struck me because it is written by 
a leftist who is interested in the people winning and defeating 
oppression. The book is an excellent jumping off point for 
debates on the framework to look at actually existing 
capitalism, strategy for change, and what we need to do about 
moving forward. It speaks to many of the questions faced by 
grassroots activists who want to get beyond demanding change 
but who, instead, want to create a dynamic movement that can 
bring a just world into existence. AS someone who comes out 
of a different part of the Left than does Michael Albert, | was 
nevertheless excited by the challenges he threw in front of the 
readers of this book. Many a discussion will be sparked by the 
arguments of this work.” 

—Bill Fletcher Jr., author of “They're Bankrupting Us!” And 20 Other 
Myths about Unions 


“Albert mulls over the better society that we may create after 
capitalism, provoking much thought and offering a generous, 
hopeful vision of the future. Albert’s prescriptions for action in 
the present are modest and wise, his suggestions for building 
the future are ambitious and humane.” 

—Milan Rai 


